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    Chapter 19   
 Affective Touch from a Philosophical 
Standpoint                     

     Matthew     Fulkerson    

    Abstract     This chapter offers a critical philosophical examination of recent work 
on pleasant (or affective) touch. After developing a distinction between two notions 
of perceptual affect, I argue that “emotional” and “affi liative” touch are best under-
stood as causing affective reactions, and that affective touch is best understood as 
perceptually presenting us with affective qualities. In other words, affective touch, 
unlike other forms of hedonic touch, has a presentational character. On neither 
model does touch involve anything like a pleasantness detector, nor does it involve 
a direct relation to or representation of affective qualities understood as objective 
sensible features of external objects. I suggest an alternative, largely dispositional 
account of affective touch experiences. Taken together, these refl ections aim to pro-
vide a detailed framework for better understanding the richness and diversity of 
affective touch experience.  

  Keywords     Affect   •   Affi liative touch   •   CT fi bers   •   Emotional touch   •   Pleasant touch  

       Introduction 

 Our experience of the world through touch is not merely descriptive or informa-
tional; it is also often evaluative and motivational. Offering an account of this 
richness provides an important component of our understanding of touch. In addi-
tion, a focus on the affective character of tactual experience reveals some interest-
ing connections between perceptual touch and the rest of our mental lives. After 
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all,  pleasantness and pain   play a central role in our judgments, emotions, feelings, 
desires, and motivations. Any advance in our understanding of affective touch will 
thus have multiple implications in our understanding of human experience. But 
fi rst, we need to be clear about the explanatory target and the broader implications 
of our theoretical accounts of that target. This chapter seeks to make some prog-
ress on both fronts. 

 Here is my plan. I will fi rst develop an important and often neglected distinction 
between two kinds of affective state: that between  affect - causing  and  affect - 
 presenting   perceptual experiences  . 1  The former states are those in which a percep-
tual experience, on the basis of its informational content, generates a secondary 
positive or negative reaction in a subject. The latter are those whose very felt char-
acter is itself positive or negative. In the following section, I will argue that touch is 
(sometimes) affect presenting in this way. Feeling a soft feather pulled gently across 
the arm is often quite pleasant, but this felt pleasantness is a quality of the experi-
ence, and cannot be generated through any of the other sensory modalities. Seeing 
a feather does not feel pleasant in that way, nor does being told that there is a feather 
near your arm, and so on. I will complete the chapter by considering, over the course 
of several sections, how recent empirical work on affective touch can be understood 
given this framework. I argue that “emotional” and “affi liative” touch are best 
understood as affect causing, and that “affective” touch is best understood as affect 
presenting. On neither model does touch involve anything like a  pleasantness  detec-
tor, nor can it be understood as involving the representation of (or a relation to) 
affective qualities understood as objective sensible features of external objects. The 
only sense in which touch represents or brings us into contact with the pleasant and 
the unpleasant is via a dispositional relation between affective touch experiences 
and the things in the external world that typically cause them. Taken together, these 
refl ections provide a detailed  philosophical framework   for understanding the affec-
tive character of touch experience, one that can easily be generalized to the affective 
character of all sensory modalities.  

    Two Kinds of Perceptual Affect 

 Many perceptual experiences have a pleasant or unpleasant character. This compo-
nent of an experience is often called its  affect . 2  In this section, I argue that there are 
two distinct ways that a perceptual experience can possess an affective character. In 

1   To be clear, these are not the only kinds of affect, as emotions and pains can also have positive 
and negative affect. The distinction I’m invoking here is one between kinds of  perceptual  affect. 
Cutaneous pains, note, are neither affect presenting or affect causing, but they have an affective 
character. It is just one that is never associated with external features or derived from the opera-
tions of genuine perceptual modality. 
2   “Affect” as I use it here goes by different names in the  psychological literature , including  valence , 
 salience , or  hedonic tone . While there may be some subtle differences in these various uses, for my 
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the fi rst instance, a perceptual experience comes to possess an affective character by 
appropriately causing a  secondary affective response  , where such a response 
involves some (nonperceptual) evaluative change in a subject. 3  Call perceptual 
experiences of this kind  affect causing . Other perceptual experiences come to pos-
sess an affective character by presenting external objects through a particular sen-
sory modality as having a pleasant and unpleasant quality. Call these sorts of 
experiences  affect presenting . 

 While I will be focusing on pleasant touch, we can get a sense of what I mean by 
perceptual affect by briefl y considering some vivid cases from other sensory modali-
ties. Suppose Nina comes home to fi nd the garbage has been left sitting out, and its 
stench is fi lling her small apartment. Before she realizes not to, she inhales through 
her nose, fi lling it with the putrid, rotting air. This is affect-presenting; she is presented 
with an experiential quality that itself is negatively valenced. This  negative experience   
causes immediate reactions in her, from covering her mouth and face with her arms to 
holding her breath until she is outside the room. She moves immediately to open the 
windows and tie up the trash bag, all while breathing as little as possible through her 
mouth. If asked, she would have preferred to avoid this experience entirely, and in all 
likelihood she will take immediate steps to prevent its recurrence. 

 There is a crucial ambiguity in experiences like this, which we will discuss in 
more detail later. For now, not that when Nina says that the smell is bad or unpleas-
ant, she could be referring to the quality of her experience, the quality of the garbage 
odor, or both. This form of  ambiguity   will be important when we turn our sights 
directly on pleasant touch. For now, note that however she describes it, it intuitively 
 seems  that the quality of her experience, and not the objective features of the  odor- 
causing objects  , will be the most fundamental factor in determining the affective 
character of her experience. This is because, however we vary the objective features 
in her vicinity, if her experience has a negative quality to it, she will judge her affec-
tive experience to be bad. If she dislikes the smell of cat litter, it will not ease her 
experience to learn that it is not  really  cat litter she is smelling but something else 
that merely smells like ammonia. It is the quality of her experience that seems to be 
the fundamental locus of her affective experiences and judgments. Call this intuitive 
claim the principle of  experiential priority . 

 Hopefully the notion of perceptual affect, both positive and negative, is clear 
enough for our purposes. Now, I believe that there are good reasons for thinking 
there are two distinct classes of perceptual affect, which will help clarify the inher-
ent ambiguity between applications of affective predicates. There are   affect - causing  
perceptual experiences   that involve a perceptual experience that generates an affec-
tive character by causing an amodal affective response (a response not tied to any 
particular modality), and  affect - presenting  ones that occur when a perceptual 

purposes here I will make clear the target and exclusively use the terms “perceptual affect” and 
“affect presenting” to refer to them. 
3   This need not be understood as a serial process, for as we’ll see, the perceptual experience can 
immediately cause a secondary reaction. I will make clear the nature of the distinction in what 
follows. 
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 experience seems to present an external object as having an affective quality. 4  Both 
of these forms of affective character seem to involve pleasant and unpleasant feel-
ings, but the nature of these feelings is quite different in each case. Let’s see if we 
can motivate this distinction. 

 One way to mark the distinction is by appeal to the   modality - salient  character   of 
our affective reactions. The notion of a modality-salience is invoked by Clare Batty, 
who suggests that “we must distinguish between those properties that are by- 
products of the operation of a modality and the properties that a modality is ‘in the 
business’ of presenting” (Batty  2010 ). 5  The modality-salient features of visual 
experience include colors, shapes, and texture; for smell they include the features 
and properties of odors and so forth. For each modality there is a set of modality- 
specifi c salient features. The observation, then, is that the affective character of 
some perceptual experiences is not captured by appeal to such features. Instead, the 
affective character seems rooted in some other  nonperceptual reaction  . In other 
words, the affective character of affect-causing experiences doesn’t supervene on 
fi rst-order sensory qualities. 6  The very same affective character could have been 
caused by a different perceptual experience or by an experience that is not percep-
tual at all. For example, unexpectedly seeing a loaded gun in your friend’s bag 
might create a strong affective response, and you might describe the resulting  visual 
experience   as unpleasant. However,  feeling  the gun in the bag or  being told  that a 
loaded gun was in the bag would have generated the same response. What was 
unpleasant about the experience wasn’t the way the gun  looked . None of the visu-
ally salient properties of the gun were unpleasant. Rather, what was unpleasant was 
the fact that there was a gun in the bag, and this information could have been attained 
in a variety of ways. The response to the gun was heavily dependent on background 
knowledge. If you expected your friend to have a loaded gun in her bag (perhaps she 
is a police offi cer), then you would likely not be upset to discover the gun there. Yet 
it seems the gun would not  look  any different. While unexpectedly seeing a loaded 
gun can be an unpleasant experience, there is nothing essentially  visual  about the 
unpleasantness. This suggests a rough criterion for determining whether a percep-
tual experience is affect causing:

    Affect-causing experience : An experience E is affect causing if its affective charac-
ter does not depend on any modality-specifi c features of the experience.    

4   The locution “seems to present” is used here descriptively to pick out the sort of experience I have 
in mind, without thereby committing myself (yet) to the claim that sensible qualities are repre-
sented or presented by such experiences. As we’ll see, I don’t think affect-presenting states are best 
explained by appeal to strong representationalism; they are best understood as a modifi cation of 
occurrent perceptual experience caused by objects and properties in the environment subject to 
evaluative processing. 
5   Interestingly, Batty ( 2010 ) uses this distinction to defend a version of representationalism, which 
I take to be false for affective experiences. 
6   Note that temporal relations are not relevant for this distinction; whether the perceptual experi-
ence occurs fi rst or alongside the affective reaction is not at all what motivates this distinction. 
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 Similarly, we can defi ne an  affect-presenting experience   as one in which the 
affective character supervenes on modality-salient, indeed, on modality- specifi c , 
sensible features:

    Affect-presenting experience : An experience E is affect presenting if its affective 
character depends on modality-specifi c features of the experience.    

 Unfortunately, it will not always be clear whether or not the affective character 
depends on  modality-salient features   in this way. And in some cases the criterion 
will rest upon intuitions that might be diffi cult to determine. Nevertheless, in many 
cases, the criterion will give a strong indication of whether or not an experience is 
affect causing. 

 Plausible examples of affect-presenting experiences are easy to fi nd. Consider 
again Nina smelling the rotting garbage. Is it plausible to think that Nina could have 
the very same affective reaction if we removed her  olfactory experience  ? This seems 
unlikely. It seems more plausible that the foulness of Nina’s experience is an essen-
tial part of her olfactory experience; it is part of  how  she experiences the state of 
affairs in her home. For this reason, it is not simply a reaction in her. This experience 
could not be generated through any other modality; being told there is smelly gar-
bage in one’s apartment is not at all awful in the same way. No other nonolfactory 
experience is awful in just this way. The awfulness of certain smells seems depen-
dent on olfactory experience. Its grounding in a particular modality is why it is both 
perceptual and externalized. 

 Affect understood in this way plays an immediate and powerful role in our con-
scious lives: it provides a rich felt awareness of the potential goods and harms in our 
environment, and it adds value and meaning to our experiential lives. Affect present-
ing is distinct from the other aspects of  conscious awareness  : it is not (I’ll argue) 
simply an awareness of things around us, nor is it just an emotional or subjective reac-
tion in us. Instead, this form of affect seems to present things to us in a certain way, 
bridging the gap between information processing and evaluative appraisal. Recall the 
ambiguity of affective experience. For Nina, both the olfactory experience of the rot-
ting smell and the smelly garbage can be understood as bad. The experience is awful 
and unpleasant, and it takes priority in our affective judgments, but in a sense the foul-
ness is also out there, a feature of the odor cloud in her home. This dual nature helps 
explain why she is motivated to remove the garbage from her apartment. 

 The foulness of the odor is a  modality-specifi c featur  e of the garbage; it is part of 
her perceptual experience of the smells in her home. Similar things could be said for 
affective experiences that arise in each of the other modalities. The taste of rotting 
meat is not one that merely causes a general secondary reaction, one that could have 
been caused by any other modality; the awfulness of the meat must be tasted, and 
when tasted, the meat itself seems to possess a particular disgusting quality. 

 So far we have one clear way of marking the distinction: modality dependence. 
An affect-presenting experience is one that strongly depends on (indeed, super-
venes on) the modality-specifi c features of perceptual experience. We can add 
another way of marking the distinction: consider what happens when we introduce 
the  possibility of  phenomenally indistinguishable fakes . Consider, for example, 
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what happens if my friend only has a realistic-looking prop gun in her bag. If I 
didn’t know it was a prop, seeing it would be very disturbing. However, once I 
learn that it’s a prop, it is no longer disturbing. In this case, changing a non-modal-
ity-salient feature of the example (i.e., the gun still looks exactly the same, and 
exactly like a real gun) completely alters the affective response. Contrast this 
example with a  synthetic rotting odor  . If I walk into a room fi lled with such an 
odorant, it would not lose its unpleasant aspect once I learn that it is synthetic. An 
unpleasant “fake” smell is just as unpleasant as the real thing, provided all of the 
modality-salient qualitative features are the same. Learning that it’s a fake in this 
case would change nothing about the affective character (assuming the context 
remains the same). Mohan Matthen ( 2012 ) makes this point when he argues that 
while there can be fake oranges (objects that look and smell just like real oranges), 
there is no such thing as fake orange (the color). Anything phenomenally indistin-
guishable from the color orange (across different exploratory contexts)  is  the color 
orange. Similarly, anything that has the very same sensible features as a foul odor 
will smell just as foul (for a subject in a context). These examples lend support to 
the claim that the affective character of some perceptual experiences is modality 
dependent; to smell something foul is to experience some object or event as having 
an unpleasant or pleasant phenomenal quality. 

 This account leaves open the possibility that the distinction involves some fuzzy 
borders or overlaps between cases. Some experiences might skirt the line between 
the two forms of experience; a strong smell might seem more affect presenting than 
a beautiful statue. Others might involve overlap between the two forms of experi-
ence; a rare, expensive wine might taste pleasant both because of its inherent  affect- 
presenting sensory features   but also because of its rarity and high price, knowledge, 
and appreciation of which cause an overall positive emotion or mood. 

 In addition, marking this distinction here leaves open how we understand affect- 
presenting states. For example, a strong representationalist, who holds that all  phe-
nomenal character   is identical with, or completely determined by, representational 
content, might explain affect-presenting states as involving the representation of 
genuine affective qualities, understood as the objective sensible features of external 
objects (this is the view defended most persuasively in philosophy by Michael Tye; 
see, for instance, Tye  1995 ; Cutter and Tye  2011 ). Others might deny strong repre-
sentationalism but still maintain that sensory pleasures present things to us as good 
and bad, perhaps in virtue of a primitive relation of  feeling  good and bad (Smuts 
 2010 ) or through intrinsic links to motivational attitudes (Heathwood  2006 ). 7  So 
there is nothing at the moment that forces us to give a particular account of affect- 
presenting states. That said, it might be helpful to see where I will be going with it. 

7   While I will not discuss Heathwood’s paper in much detail here, I believe it is actually best under-
stood as an attempt to reduce affect-presenting states to affect-causing ones, where all sensory 
affect results from causing a secondary state or desire or motivation in a subject (where such desire 
is a subject-level state). Still, there is logical room for a view similar to Heathwood’s, but impor-
tantly different in that it is largely automatic,  subpersonal  mechanisms of perceptual evaluation 
that essentially alter the character of incoming sensory signals, resulting in a single, unifi ed per-
ceptual experience with a felt positive or negative quality. It is just such a view that I defend here. 
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 On my view, there is only a weak sense in which affect-presenting perceptual 
experiences represent the affective qualities of external objects, in that external 
objects are pleasant or unpleasant only to the extent that they have (somewhat) sta-
ble dispositions to cause pleasant experiences in subjects. Pleasantness and unpleas-
antness on this view are thus complex features connecting external objective 
properties with features of subjective experience. Externalized affect (the  presenta-
tional  element of affect) is thus highly relational, relating an experiential quality 
with an objective sensible feature. On this view, there is no pleasantness out there in 
the silk that we track or detect when we run our hand along it; instead, running our 
hand along silk generates an experience with positive qualities, and these qualities 
become derivatively associated with the silk itself. 8  Filling in the details of this 
account, I will propose that the experiential features can be reductively explained in 
terms of the  subpersonal evaluative processing   of the incoming sensory signals. 
This account of sensory affect is compatible with many versions of representation-
alism, but probably incompatible with a strongly externalist representational 
account of affective touch since it adverts in the fi rst instance to introspectively 
available features of affective experience that are not themselves essentially repre-
sentational. However, this is getting very far ahead of ourselves.  

    Touch as Affect Presenting 

 So far our discussion has been relatively general. We will now focus our attention 
specifi cally on the affective character of touch experiences. 9  It is obvious that some 
 tactual experiences   produce an affective response. We do have pleasant and unpleas-
ant experiences through touch. Now, it’s likely that all perceptual modalities equally 
feed into the general reactions that are marked as affect causing. As noted earlier, 
feeling a loaded gun inside a purse can cause an affective response, but there is noth-
ing necessarily bad about the way the gun  felt . None of its tangible qualities are impli-
cated in the badness of the experience. Similarly, imagine that you lose your wedding 
ring down the drain and you reach your hand deep into the pipe to dig it out. After 
digging for a long time without luck, fi nally feeling the distinctive shape of the ring in 
your hands might generate a strong positive reaction. But your spouse might have the 
exact same reaction upon hearing you say “I got it!” Again, while the overall tactual 
experience is a good, pleasant one, there is nothing pleasant about the felt qualities of 
the ring. Both of these examples are cases of affect-causing tactual experiences. The 
question now is whether there are any affect-presenting experiences in touch. 

 Indeed there are, and they are not hard to fi nd. Consider feeling a soft feather gently 
pulled across the arm. This experience is often quite pleasant, but this pleasant affect 

8   As we’ll see, I believe the “positive quality” of experience can be reductively explained by appeal 
to certain specialized, evaluative, psychofunctional roles. 
9   These ideas are discussed in more detail in collaborative work with Murat Aydede (e.g., Aydede 
and Fulkerson  2013 ). 
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cannot be generated through any of the other sensory modalities (modality depen-
dence). Seeing a feather does not feel pleasant in this way, nor does being told that there 
is a feather near your arm, and so on. Second, it does not remove the pleasantness if you 
are told that it is a synthetic feather. Since it feels exactly like the real thing, it will feel 
just as pleasant even after you know it’s a fake (it passes the phenomenal fake test). 
Similar things can be said for things that feel really slimy or sticky. These are  modality-
specifi c experiences   that cannot be generated in any other modality, and for many 
people such experiences are deeply unpleasant. Again, it would hardly matter if the 
slimy object were a phenomenal fake; it’s not the object as such that is gross or unpleas-
ant in these cases, it is the way it  feels . 10  

 So touch can be affect presenting. Touch can present objects and features in the 
external world as having a certain pleasant or unpleasant  character  . Now the question 
is how we ought to understand such examples. When touch is affect presenting, does 
it involve the detection or tracking of affective qualities, understood as objective 
sensible features of objects? Or does it involve something like a modality- specifi c 
emotional reaction? I will claim that neither of these views is by itself adequate. 
Instead, pleasant touch is best understood as a subpersonal  way of evaluating  tactual 
features, an experiential modifi cation of incoming tactual information.  

    Emotional and Affective Touch 

 Before moving on to my positive account of affective touch, it will be important to 
consider recent empirical investigations into affective touch. Ample empirical evi-
dence exists for a distinctive, modality-specifi c affective component in tactual experi-
ence. In recent work, Francis McGlone and his many collaborators have recently 
isolated and extensively studied a separate  tactile channel   that seems to mediate (some 
of) the pleasurable aspects of cutaneous touch (see, e.g., Bin Saif et al.  2012 ; Essick 
et al.  2010 ; Löken et al.  2009 ; McGlone et al.  2007 ,  2012 ). They call this the CT chan-
nel, which involves a novel unmyelinated C-fi ber found on the hairy skin of the body. 
This channel codes for the pleasant aspects of touch, especially soft stroking motions 
of 2–4 cm/s along the skin. This channel is not located at all on the glabrous skin—the 
sensitive skin found on the palms, fi ngers, and lips—which is typically used for exter-
nally directed touch. The following is from McGlone et al. ( 2007 ):

  [T]here is growing evidence for what might be considered to be a separate channel for affi li-
ative or emotional touch: A  CT fi bre channel  , notably present only in hairy skin. These affer-
ents are preferentially activated by slowly moving, low-force, mechanical stimuli. (p. 174) 

10   Of course, some sticky or slimy things are also unpleasant because of  what  they are. These might 
generate an experience that is both affect causing and affect presenting. Touching a pile of fake 
brains, for instance, might be unpleasant because of its slimy feel but also because it’s thought to 
be  brains . Finding out it’s only fake brains might alleviate some of the unpleasantness, but not all; 
the slimy feel itself will remain gross. 
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   They refer to this channel as coding for the “emotional touch system,” which 
they contrast with the “ discriminative touch system  .” This language is potentially 
confusing since it’s not clear that affective reactions can all be understood as involv-
ing an emotional reaction, or, conversely, that the notion of an emotion is basic 
enough to offer an explanation of such experiences. Consider what Evan Thompson 
( 2007 ) notes about emotion:

  Emotion involves the entire neuraxis of brain stem, limbic areas, and superior cortex, as 
well as visceral and motor processes of the body. It encompasses psychosomatic networks 
of  molecular communication   among the nervous system, immune system, and endocrine 
system. On a psychological level, emotion involves attention and evaluation or appraisal, as 
well as affective feeling. Emotion manifests behaviorally in distinct facial expressions and 
action tendencies. Although from a biological point of view emotion comprises mostly 
nonconscious brain and body states, from a psychological and phenomenological point of 
view it includes rich and multifaceted forms of experience. (p. 363) 

   Our best account of affect-causing states will be situated in this complexity, 
offering a rich account of how perceptual experience connects with emotions, 
moods, and a range of distinct but interacting  subpersonal states and cognitive pro-
cesses  . In other words, much detailed philosophical and empirical work is required 
to fully explain the nature of affect-causing perceptual experiences. They are deeply 
interesting. Still, they are distinct in character from affect-presenting states. It seems 
plausible that one could fi nd the feel of silk pleasant in the absence of any strong 
emotional or motivational reaction. Such feelings seem more basic, more funda-
mentally sensory in nature. 

 For these reasons, I believe the term “emotional touch” should be reserved for 
affect-causing experiences, ones in which a touch experience generates an emo-
tional reaction. The term “affective” touch can then be used exclusively to refer to 
affect-presenting touch, where external objects are felt to have an apparent pleasant 
or unpleasant character. One might resist this suggestion by pointing to the special 
nature of social or affi liative touch. If such reactions are affect causing, then the 
worry would be that we might lose some of the special character of social touch. 
This worry would be misplaced. Even if we reserve the term “emotional” or even 
“affi liative touch” to refer to instances of affect-causing touch, it will not mean that 
such touch is no longer special or interesting. This is because touch is a powerful 
conduit of emotional reactions, both because of the number and strength of its sec-
ondary projections but also because it often brings us into direct contact with another 
person (and the many strong  social and cultural meanings   associated with such 
forms of contact). Just think of the many taboos and norms attached with human 
contact. Even if they are affect causing, instances of emotional touch would still be 
just as powerful, interesting, and worthy of investigation. And indeed, many such 
interactions may be best understood not as just emotional or affi liative touch but as 
emotional and affi liative touch that also has an affect-presenting character. Intimate 
or sensual touch may be best understood as such a complex interaction of distinct 
forms of tactual affect. In a single complex experience there is a general emotional 
and motivational response caused by sensory inputs available through touch but also 
more direct pleasures presented to us through touch. 
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 This framework gives us a way to conceptualize and move forward in our 
understanding of emotional and affi liative touch. However, what about affective 
touch? The empirical details are well covered in this volume (see especially Chap. 
2.a). Löken et al. ( 2009 ) used an experiment where precise measurements of acti-
vation patterns of the CT system were correlated with hedonic evaluation ratings 
provided by subjects. They found a signifi cant linear correlation between mean 
fi ring rates of the  C-tactile cells and ratings   of pleasantness (p. 548). As they 
summarize,

  Soft brush stroking on hairy skin was perceived as most pleasant when it was delivered at 
velocities that were most effective at activating C-tactile afferents (1–10 cm/s), with a linear 
correlation between C-tactile impulse frequency and pleasantness ratings. In contrast, the 
response of myelinated afferents increased with faster velocities (30 cm/s) and showed no 
relationship with pleasantness ratings. (p. 548) 

   One might conclude from these fi ndings that affective touch involves a kind of 
information processing that codes for pleasantness. That is, one might think that  CT 
fi bers   carry information about pleasant and unpleasant features of objects in the 
environment. However, this would be a mistake. For one, it is clear that some pleas-
ant tactual experiences can be felt through the hands, lips, and genitals, where there 
are no CT fi bers. So the CT system isn’t the whole story. But in addition, it isn’t at 
all clear that the CT system is even carrying any information about pleasantness 
understood as an objective sensory quality of external objects. 

 Löken et al. ( 2009 , p. 548) note that “[H]edonic ratings probably depend not only 
on bottom-up neural signaling but also on top-down factors related to context, previ-
ous experience, expectation, homeostatic state of the individual and culture.” 

 This is a complex and nuanced view, highlighting the  context sensitivity and 
fragility   of most pleasant touch experiences. There isn’t any single channel that 
simply detects and elicits experiences of tactual pleasures. While the correlations 
between gentle stroking and CT-fi ber activations are strong in controlled laboratory 
settings, there is every reason to think that our feelings of pleasantness through 
touch are highly malleable. This accords well with work on cutaneous pains, which 
seem to have both a sensory-discriminative component but also an affective- 
motivational component. Affective touch also seems to essentially involve a dis-
criminatory element (the A-beta fi ber system must also be activated to generate 
pleasant experiences) combined with an affective-motivational component. How 
exactly this system functions (and the kinds of affective experiences it generates) 
depends on the present and prior state of the overall tactual system, as well as many 
other systems involved in the evaluation of tactual inputs. 

 McGlone et al. ( 2007 ) describe some of the larger meaning of this system by 
contrasting it with discriminative touch (see also Chap. 2.b, this volume). 

 The authors propose a largely social function for the CT system, which might 
explain how the system evolved and came to operate as it does. As they write:

  [T]here is possibly another purpose to touch that is more interoceptive than exteroceptive and 
that is less accessible to conscious self-report as evidenced by recent research fi ndings that 
unmyelinated CT-afferents project towards the emotional systems (insular cortex, orbitofrontal 
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cortex), but less or not at all towards the  discriminative-cognitive systems   (classical somatosen-
sory areas S1 and S2). (pp. 179–180) 

   This helps make sense of the role played by touch in the development of the 
immune system and in the social bonding that occurs in infant development. This is 
all plausible, but for my purposes what is most interesting about the CT system is 
that it only performs this function when appropriately combined with the A-beta 
system (which codes for discriminative touch). In addition, the pleasantness gener-
ated by the CT system is extremely context sensitive. For these reasons, I think we 
can understand this channel as part of a larger system that functions to evaluate 
incoming tactual signals. Working alongside the many other sensory systems sub-
serving tactual experience, the CT system looks for inputs of a certain kind (relative 
to appropriate contexts and conditions) and generates affective-motivational 
responses to them in the appropriate ways. 

 While there are certainly  tactual sensations   that feel pleasant or unpleasant (garden 
variety pains, warm baths, etc.), it’s unlikely that tactual affect can be fully explained 
by appeal to any one sensory channel. There is reason to think that pleasant and 
unpleasant touch experiences are not simples, activated automatically by a single type 
of sensory fi ber, but complexes built out of several interacting components. Murat 
Aydede ( 2000 ), relying in part on decades’ worth of research on cutaneous pain, 
argues that pleasant and unpleasant bodily feelings typically involve a discriminatory 
component along with an affective-motivational component “fused” into a single 
experience. Even orgasm seems to involve a sensory component that can be dissoci-
ated from its pleasant aspect (Linden  2011 ). Affective touch on this model isn’t sim-
ply the activation of any single system or circuit; it arises from the complex interaction 
of many different components, including context, mood, and state of arousal. It is 
beyond the scope of this short chapter to provide the details of all of these systems and 
how they interact. For my purposes here, it is important to emphasize that the discov-
ery of the CT system only constitutes part of the explanation of tactual affect. 

 It is clear that a complete account of affective touch will ultimately involve a 
detailed functional story about the complex interactions between many interact-
ing systems. Obviously, I don’t want to make any predictions about where the 
empirical facts may lead. However, I think we can provide a general philosophical 
outline of the role and nature of affective touch that has a good claim to illuminate 
the many considerations outlined thus far: to explain the existence and nature of 
 affect- presenting tactual experiences   and to do so in way consistent with the 
known empirical facts.  

    An Account of Affective Touch 

 A natural question arises when thinking about affective touch: does the pleasant-
ness arise as a property  out there  in the external environment, or is it a purely self-
directed experience that arises in the ways suggested by recent work on affective 
touch? Our affective judgments and the phenomenology of affective perceptual 
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experience strongly suggest that pleasant touch is not simply a  nonsensory 
emotional reaction   in us: when we have a pleasant touch experience, we often 
partly attribute the pleasant aspect to the sensory features of the object. It is the  silk  
that feels good, the  velvet  that feels pleasant. However, it is also unlikely that the 
pleasantness is anything like a detected objective sensible property of the silk (that 
is, pleasantness is not among the basic tangibles we encounter when touching silk). 
Standard arguments from inter- and intrapersonal differences and the extreme con-
text sensitivity of affect, combined with their direct motivating infl uence on judg-
ments and behavior, strongly suggest that affective qualities are highly relational, 
involving  both  a sensible quality and an experiential reaction. This explains why 
we can, over time and through training, learn to alleviate our affective responses. 
The fi rst day on the job as a dishwasher will likely bring your hands into direct 
contact with many  gross- feeling substances  . After a busy summer working the dish 
line, those substances may have little to no affective character. What changes isn’t 
the incoming sensory information; it’s a change in how this input is processed and 
interpreted. It is a change in experiential character. 

 Affective touch does not involve a sensible tangible property to be treated in the 
same manner as the intensive features discussed earlier, nor is it a complex sensible 
feature arising from the systematic combination of more basic tangible constituents. 
Instead, I suggest that the pleasant aspect of touch experience arises as incoming 
tangible signals are evaluated by a complex,  subpersonal affective-motivational sys-
tem   associated with touch. Because this account reduces the felt qualities of affec-
tive touch to the functioning of this evaluative system, the view is a version of 
psychofunctionalism. Psychofunctionalism is described by Block ( 1981 ) as a form 
of functionalism in which mental features are identifi ed with a particular set of 
functional or causal roles derived from investigations in empirical psychology and 
neuroscience (as opposed to the roles taken from folk psychology that defi ne ana-
lytic versions of functionalism). 

 The basic idea is that there are incoming signals being processed by the tactual 
system. This story is told in largely  information-processing terms  . However, affec-
tive touch is not a case where we have a receptor that codes for pleasantness or an 
information channel that is in the business of carrying signals about the objective 
pleasant or unpleasant qualities of external objects (despite the way it’s sometimes 
described in recent empirical work). Instead, there is on one side an information- 
processing story, one in which information (often distal information) is reliably 
transmitted to our bodily surfaces. This information is processed by the peripheral 
transduction systems, often producing representations carrying information about 
the current state of the body (allowing for a robust notion of bodily awareness). 
From this changing and temporally extended fl ow of bodily information we are able 
to extract stable, coherent, and constant features from the distal environment. This 
extraction process thus far involves no evaluation. The pleasantness gets into the 
picture on my account in virtue of certain changes or alterations in the downstream 
effects of the incoming sensory stream in touch. 

 Perceptual experience provides information that is, in most cases,  fl exible . Such 
information is leveraged for forming beliefs, making decisions, and acting, but such 
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information does not  force  us into certain judgments or actions (cf. Matthen  2005 ). 
An organism uses perceptual information in combination with background knowledge, 
current goal and motivational states, and other aspects of the context to form judg-
ments and initiate action. My claim is that conscious awareness of affective quali-
ties just is to have a strong bias for or against the perceptual information, and this 
bias is realized by a complex functional property connecting the perceptual input 
with a complex array of evaluative and motivational brain regions. A smell with 
neutral affect is for a subject of experience maximally fl exible; a smell with a strong 
negative affect will automatically set behavioral and epistemic parameters relative 
to that input. To feel a sheet of silk as pleasant just is to have an experience of the 
silk that is being actively processed by the relevant evaluative areas of the brain. 
This evaluation is directly attributed to the  sensory features   of the silk, forming a 
kind of complex phenomenal character, partly informational, partly evaluative (cf. 
Berridge and Kringelbach  2008 ; Panksepp  2004 ). This view, if successful, would 
reconcile the informational and motivational aspects of affective perceptual experi-
ences, offering a robust explanation of how properties like  pleasant  can both be 
attributed to externalized sensory features but also play a crucial, subjective role in 
motivating perceptual judgments and behavior. 

 The account also handles some long-standing diffi culties with previous accounts 
of sensory pleasures. For instance, there is the so-called   heterogeneity problem   , 
which arises because not all felt pleasures feel the same. There is a wide variety of 
felt pleasures, in different modalities, and there does not seem to be any stable com-
ponent that is the pleasure. On my view, this variety is easily explained, as sensory 
pleasures are dependent on modality-specifi c features. This allows for pleasures in 
different modalities to have different characters while involving similar forms of 
subpersonal processing. In addition, the view holds that presented affect involves 
evaluations of specifi c incoming sensory signals, and the differences between these 
individual signals help explain why certain felt pleasures differ so much in their 
character. Feeling a warm, soft blanket involves a positive subpersonal evaluation of 
the warmth and softness; feeling the cooling spray of mist on your body on a hot day 
involves a positive subpersonal evaluation of the coolness. While both involve a 
kind of positive evaluative processing, what is being evaluated differs, resulting in 
tactual pleasures with heterogeneous characters. In addition, of course, there are the 
many overlaps and blends with affect-causing tactual experiences that can also pro-
vide richness and diversity of felt affective character. 

 Another worry that is sometimes raised for accounts of felt pleasure is the 
Euthyphro problem. This problem is especially vexing for those who take affective 
character to be explained by appeal to a subject’s motivation or desire. The worry is 
that we seem motivated to like and seek out pleasures because they are  pleasurable , 
not the other way around. If all it is for something to be pleasurable is for us to be 
motivated toward it, then we seem to lose the seemingly strong rational connection 
between  motivation and pleasure  . On my view, the motivating force of presented 
affect is easily accounted for: the subpersonal systems of evaluation (the affective- 
motivational systems partly comprised by the CT channel and related networks) 
provide, through their operation, a kind of biasing of incoming sensory signals. 
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These biases account for the felt quality of our experience and also provide prima 
facie reasons for or against certain actions with respect to the incoming signals. 
However, these prima facie reasons are easily overridden by other considerations 
and top-down processes. A subject can be overall motivated  against  a sensory expe-
rience that nevertheless would feel pleasant (for instance, a fasting devotee who 
refuses a hot meal, even though it would taste delicious). The view also easily han-
dles the fragile and fi ckle nature of our affective experiences. The pleasant aspect of 
touch is highly context sensitive and variable. Pulling a feather across one’s arm in 
a controlled lab setting might reliably elicit pleasant responses in subjects, but it 
does not follow from this that there is some objective feature of the feather which 
the pleasure channel is sensitive to. This should be especially obvious given that 
feeling pleasure from a feather depends a lot on who is doing the pulling, the con-
text in which is occurs, and much besides. Consider Soft Feather Test:

     Soft Feather Exam   : You are taking a very important and critical exam that requires 
a lot of mental effort and concentration. During the exam, the person next to you, 
a stranger, keeps rubbing a feather across the back of your neck when the proctor 
is not looking.    

 Even though Soft Feather Exam involves the pulling of a feather across your 
nonglabrous skin, it will likely not invoke anything like a pleasant response. In fact, 
in such a scenario it is highly likely that it will generate a very unpleasant feeling, 
one that you would seek to end or stop as soon as possible. While other tactual fea-
tures (and indeed, other perceptual features) are context sensitive in similar ways, 
the feeling of pleasantness through touch is far more fragile and contextualized than 
other sensory features. It differs not only among subjects but also within individuals 
in just slightly different contexts. 

 While there have been attempts to ground affective qualities so understood in 
objective features, these attempts do not offer a plausible account of an external 
property that is such that our tactual systems could possibly be sensitive to them. 
For instance, Cutter and Tye ( 2011 ) argue that the negative affective character of 
pain experiences (though they believe their view extends to all forms of both  posi-
tive and negative affect  ) can be cashed out in terms of (a forward-looking, teleologi-
cal form of) representing that a feature is apt to harm (or help) an organism. Thus, 
for instance, breaking of the skin historically has been apt to harm an organism, and 
so our feeling of pain when we are cut or scraped is a way of representing that pos-
sibility of harm (and this is so, even in those cases where the break does us actual 
good as when we get stitches or a vaccination). I don’t want to discuss this possibil-
ity in too much detail here (for that, see Aydede and Fulkerson, 2014). Instead, I 
want to highlight the implausibility of this view as an account of affective touch. It 
is unlikely that there is going to be any fully objective account of affective qualities 
such as those involved in affective touch. Affective qualities are not properties  out 
there  in the distal environment, to be detected and tracked. Instead, they seem to 
critically involve something like the experiential character or way of taking in a 
sensory feature. For consider again Soft Feather, is it the case that the pleasant feel-
ing of a feather gently pulled across the arm  represents  that the feather is apt to 
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benefi t us? There are many complications here that I am setting aside, but the 
general idea is that it is going to be very diffi cult to account for the felt pleasantness 
by appeal to the experience representing some objective, nonexperiential bit of the 
distal environment. Such a view can perhaps be made more plausible by appeal to 
the historical importance of feathers for  warmth and comfort   in colder climates and 
the like. And all things considered, soft warm things are more likely to be a good 
than a harm. But what to make then of Soft Feather Exam? Here too the feather 
should be felt as pleasant since, again, it is something warm and soft, likely to be of 
benefi t and not harm. If this is right, then there would be a kind of  misrepresentation  
involved in feeling the unpleasantness of the distracting and unwelcome feather 
pull. Obviously, there are lots of moves people like Cutter and Tye can make here; 
invoking wider and more diffuse properties, like the tendency to harm that arises 
from strangers violating your bodily space and whatnot. However, these seem more 
and more like epicycles on an already implausible view. Once we look at the alter-
native, it should be clear that there is a much simpler and robust way to explain 
where the pleasantness lies. According to this view, when we feel a feather as pleas-
ant, what we feel is a certain pleasant sensation (to be, I suggest, reductively 
explained in terms of psychofunctional role) that is caused by the feather. This rela-
tion is highly context dependent, and arises differentially in different subjects (for 
some a feather generates a strong tickle, in others it generates an entirely neutral 
reaction). However we fi ll in the details of this view, affect involves something 
about  the way  in which we experience the things around us, not just in us experienc-
ing as they are in themselves. 

 The view I’ve sketched here seems to do a good job across a wide range of desid-
erata for a theory of affect. It has a representational component, holding that felt 
pleasantness is an experiential way of taking in a sensory property. Our  sensory 
systems   extract information from the distal environment and then evaluate it. When 
we feel a soft feather in a particular context as pleasant, we take in the sensory infor-
mation about the feather and subject it to evaluation, generating a subpersonal pro- 
attitude toward the feeling and biasing motivational and motor parameters. 

 That is the proposed view of felt pleasantness. It is a downstream, functional 
modifi cation of a subject on the basis of incoming sensory information. In what 
sense, then, does this component gets externalized? Why does it sometimes seem 
that there really is an objective fact of the matter about whether a feather feels pleas-
ant or not? This can be accounted for in a rather traditional way, by appeal to a 
dispositional account of externalized features similar to John Locke’s view of sec-
ondary properties. The general idea is that the external object felt as pleasant through 
touch comes to bear an affective quality in virtue of its disposition to create experi-
ences of a certain kind:

   An object  o  has a secondary property P if, and only if,  o  has the disposition to cause 
experiences of type F in subjects of type T in contexts of type C.    

 Specifying a dispositional account like this requires fi lling in the details con-
cerning each of the type places. For example, silk has the disposition in many 
subjects and contexts of feeling quite pleasant; coagulated blood does not. Silk 
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has this power in virtue of having certain  inherent textural and material compositional 
features   (extreme smoothness and softness being of primary importance). Being 
relational, silk’s having this disposition is contingent upon there being creatures 
with a certain perceptual apparatus capable of experiences of type F in response 
to coming in appropriate causal contact with silky substances. The  dispositional 
view   thus attributes to the silk a complex relational property. It is a relation 
between the objective sensible features of the silk (its smoothness and softness) 
and a particular phenomenal feature intrinsic to silky touch experiences. To be 
clear, I don’t endorse dispositional accounts of genuine sensible properties, like 
texture, pressure, or even thermal properties. However, I do think such an 
account offers the best explanation of the affective character of affective touch 
experiences.  

    Conclusion 

 The view of affective touch I’ve offered here understands affect-presenting touch as 
primarily an experiential modifi cation in a subject, and this is fundamentally a fea-
ture of the subject that cannot be fully cashed out or identifi ed with some externally 
determined objective quality. Of course, it does have  something  to do with objective 
features, but it also involves an ineliminable subjective component. If it turns out 
that Bob fi nds the feeling of a feather pleasant, what makes his experience veridical 
has nothing to do with the external conditions that give rise to that experience. 
Because the accuracy of (the affective character of) his experience is insensitive to 
these conditions, the accuracy conditions cannot track anything in the objective, 
external environment. The conditions that make his experience veridical or accurate 
only concern the quality of his experience—whether or not he fi nds it enjoyable. 
This explains the intuitive experiential priority of affect described earlier. 

 I’ve argued that we can reductively explain this feeling in psychofunctionalist 
terms as a kind of evaluative inspector that scans for incoming signals and assigns 
something like values to those signals. However, this is just one among many pos-
sible ways of cashing out this account, and a lot will depend on the empirical details 
yet to be determined. For now, the best understanding of the CT fi bers is that they 
play an important role in mediating inputs that typically have such effects on us. 
However, just as we shouldn’t think of the taste receptors that code for the taste of 
chocolate as “pleasure detectors” or “deliciousness receptors,” we also shouldn’t 
treat the channels that code for affective touch to be in the business of detecting 
pleasantness itself. Instead, they play a role in generating experiences which have 
felt positive and negative qualities, and which thereby get associated with the objects 
and sensible qualities that cause them.      
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    Chapter 20   
 The Effects of Touch                     

     Erin     Hope     Thompson    

    Abstract     Interpersonal touch is renowned for playing a pivotal role in strengthening 
social bonds and communicating emotions. This chapter provides an overview of 
the effects of touch or lack of it early in life, and the tactile differences across cul-
tures, as well as discussing the subconscious effects of touch and the role it plays in 
intimacy. Despite the obvious benefi ts of touch there is surprisingly little scientifi c 
research on the topic of interpersonal touch; however, the present chapter will high-
light some of the recent advancements in the neuroscience and biology behind 
affective touch. Overall the chapter provides overwhelming evidence for the impor-
tance of touch in our everyday lives, and queries why it is not explored and utilised 
more in clinical contexts. A synergistic effort will be needed by researchers across 
varying disciplines in order to develop a more detailed understanding of interper-
sonal touch.  

  Keywords     Touch   •   Emotion   •   Interpersonal   •   Communication   •   Affective   •   Tactile   
•   Intimacy   •   Senses  

      Introduction 

 Touch is one of the most basic and innate of human needs; it is not solely a  biologi-
cal sense   but also our most social sense. Touch has the power not only to communi-
cate social messages and emotions but also to impact strongly on development in a 
way that affects the whole life course of an individual. 

 This chapter will describe the developmental benefi ts of touch, the subconscious 
social effects and the neuroscience behind it, as well as the ways in which it differs 
across cultures and relationships.  

        E.  H.   Thompson      (*) 
  The Loss Foundation ,   London ,  England   
 e-mail: erin@thelossfoundation.org  
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    Early Development of Touch  in Animals   

 Tactile stimulation contributes to the well-being of the majority of mammals and is 
universally important across cultures and species. A feature of touch that is vital to 
animals is grooming; it is through this action that primates form bonds and com-
municate with each other (de Waal  1989 ; Dunbar  1996 ,  2008 ). Research has shown 
that infants who do not experience suffi cient bodily contact become anxious and 
disturbed (Harlow and Harlow  1965 ; Schanberg et al.  1988 ). 

 Harlow and Harlow’s famous experiment in 1958 explored the importance of 
touch in infant rhesus macaque monkeys (used because they share 93 % of their 
genes with humans). The infant monkeys demonstrated that the need for a soft 
feeling surrogate mother superseded that of a surrogate mother providing food; 
tactile comfort was more important. Harlow concluded, “These data make it obvi-
ous that contact comfort is a variable of overwhelming importance in the develop-
ment of affectional response, whereas lactation is a variable of negligible 
importance” (Harlow  1958 ). 

 Those that had no real or surrogate mother developed patterns of clasping their 
own bodies and as the deprived monkeys grew older they did not develop typical 
grooming patterns and had reproduction diffi culties. The infants required interac-
tive, nurturing touch to help them become functional adults with normal develop-
ment (Zur and Nordmarken  2011 ). The converging data from many sources 
strongly implicate touch as central to the development of attachment in primates 
(Harlow  1958 ; Jensen  1965 ; Mendoza et al.  1978 ; Mitchell and Tokunaga  1976 ; 
Hertenstein et al.  2006 ). 

 It was Harlow’s experiments that sparked a plethora of strong empirical sup-
port for Bowlby’s theories of attachment and the importance of loving interaction 
between a child and their primary caregiver (Bowlby  1969 ). It became widely 
accepted that intimate body contact strengthens bonds, and behavioural evidence 
corroborated this (Harlow  1958 ; Suomi and Leroy  1982 ; Rambaugh  1997 ). 
Although the experiments explored why touch was important, none of the theories 
ever explored the mechanisms behind the touch; the chain reaction of what hap-
pens in our body when touched, and the components in our skin that contribute to 
the interpretation of  touch  . The exploration of the science behind touch is some-
thing that has only recently been researched, and this will be discussed in more 
detail later in the chapter.  

     Epigenetic Inheritance   

 Early development in mammals can be effected by cues received from mothers or 
caregivers in the fi rst days of their lives. Research has shown that well nurtured rat 
pups tend to develop into calm adults, whilst rat pups who do not receive a high 
level of nurturing early on tend to develop into anxious adults (Weaver et al.  2004 ). 
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More specifi cally, Weaver and colleagues discovered that the level of care a rat 
mother gives her pup changes the chemistry of the DNA in certain genes involved 
in the offspring’s stress response. The highly nurturing behaviour of the mother 
contributes to the development of glucocorticoid receptor (GR) protein in her pups. 
 Glucocorticoid receptors   regulate genes controlling development, immune response 
and metabolism, and are the receptors to which cortisol and other glucocorticoids 
bind. Rats that have a lot of GR protein relax more quickly when stressed, and 
Weaver’s research indicates that nurturing touch in infancy is one vehicle towards 
GR protein development. 

 Curley et al. ( 2008 ) further demonstrated that impaired maternal care leads to neg-
ative effects for offspring; in a study exploring genetic mutation versus epigenetic 
inheritance, Curley’s team found that pups receiving impaired care exhibited increased 
neophobia (the fear of anything new) and decreased exploratory behaviour. 

 It may be diffi cult to directly correlate these fi ndings in the animal world into that 
of the human realm. However, researchers are beginning to look at the correlation 
between the quality of early family life environments and health outcomes in later 
life in humans.  

    Early  Development and Attachment   

 During early development, touch is the fi rst sense to develop in a human foetus as 
the skin becomes sensitive to tactile stimuli after just 7 weeks in the uterus (Montagu 
 1986 ). Touch is the most developed sensory modality at birth and contributes to 
cognitive and socio-emotional development throughout childhood (Hertenstein 
 2002 ). The young child learns to explore the physical world through touch, and in a 
similar way to animals, they learn the many facets that touch can convey including 
grooming, hygiene, safety and self-preservation. 

 Unlike other senses, touch is not optional for healthy human  development  . People 
can be born blind and deaf and develop well functioning and satisfying lives, whereas, 
the research indicates that lack of touch early in life can have lasting damaging effects 
(Pollak et al.  2010 ; Feldman et al.  2014 ). In a longitudinal study researchers followed 
a group of Romanian children who lived as babies in orphanages (Nelson et al.  2014 ). 
The children were fed and cleaned but received very little in the form of psychological 
or tactile nurturance. They found that early institutionalisation affected both the struc-
ture and function of the brain in the form of reduced volume of grey matter and lower 
quality brain activity. Collectively these studies and others have contributed to a 
Western culture that encourages immediate skin-to- skin contact with newborns from 
both mothers and fathers as a way of stimulating healthy development. 

 Relatively little is known about the relation between touch and psychological 
attachment in human beings although studies have indicated that healthy growth 
and psychological well-being in children is dependent on the relationship with the 
primary caregiver much in the same way as it is in animals (Duhn  2010 ), and that 
the presence of nurturing touch is paramount in bonding and healthy attachment 
relationships (Hertenstein et al.  2006 ).  
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    Exploring Physical Touch Across Cultures 

 Human communicative interactions are governed by a universal hierarchically 
organised  system   of rules which channel our social interactions, and it is no secret 
that the worlds in which we live determine how often we touch, who we touch, 
where we touch them and what form those touches will take. Cultural conventions 
specify our mode of interaction as etiquette, and cultural differences in touching 
within various communities have been widely reported (Montagu  1986 ). 

 Some cultures are consistently reported as touching more than others; for 
example, the French have been found to be part of a more touch-friendly culture 
compared to Americans or British people (Jourard  1966 ; Field  2001 ). Jourard 
( 1966 ) visited cafés in different parts of the world and recorded the number of 
times two people who were sharing coffee touched each other. The tally in 
London was zero, Florida reported two cases, Paris reported 110 cases and more 
than 180 cases were reported in Puerto Rico. The wide array of research in this 
area suggests that Mediterranean countries are contact societies, whereas north-
ern countries are predominantly non-contact societies. This is fi tting with 
research by Watson ( 1970 ) who observed interactions and differentiated between 
‘contact’ and ‘non-contact’ cultures. Contact groups were observed to be Arabs, 
Latin Americans and South Europeans because they were found to face one 
another more directly, interact closer to one another, touch each other more, look 
one another in the eye and to speak louder. Non-contact groups were observed to 
be Asians, Indians, Pakistanis, Northern  Europeans   and Americans because they 
did not initiate the close contact described earlier. 

 A number of studies have confi rmed these fi ndings (Dodd  1987 ; Jandt  1995 ), 
whereas others have disagreed (Remland et al.  1991 ), but what does it mean to live 
in a more tactile culture? One study linked more frequent touching acts with domi-
nant and powerful personality traits (DiBiase and Gunnoe  2004 ). Another found 
that adult aggression is low in touching cultures, whereas adult aggression is high in 
cultures in which touch is limited (Prescott and Wallace  1976 ). The basis of 
Prescott’s admittedly controversial theory was that the lack of sensory stimulation 
in childhood leads to an addiction to sensory stimulation in adulthood, resulting in 
drug use, crime and delinquency. 

 Culture clearly plays a large role in frequency of social touch, but many other 
factors play a role too; the amount and types of touch people communicate is 
closely linked with gender and context (DiBiase and Gunnoe  2004 ) as described 
further later.  
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     Subconscious Effects   of Touch 

 Touch has proved to have subtle social benefi ts, and socially relevant touch can be a 
powerful modulator of behaviour in a range of social settings (Gallace and Spence 
 2010 ). There is a plethora of research indicating the social benefi ts of touch when 
communicating with others; for example, a quick touch on a stranger’s shoulder 
makes it more likely that they will help pick up dropped belongings (Guéguen and 
Fischer-Lokou  2003 ). Other altruistic behaviours include getting free bus rides and 
help with errands (Guéguen and Fischer-Lokou  2003 ); employees working for longer 
hours (Patterson et al.  1986 ); shoppers spending more time shopping, buying more 
goods and evaluating a shop more favourably (Hornik  1992 ) and applicants initiating 
a handshake at a job interview being deemed as more appealing (Walton  1989 ). 

 It is diffi cult to separate the  infl uence   on people’s behaviour of tactile stimulation 
from the interaction of tactile stimulation with the addition of any other sensory 
components, for example facial expressions and voices. However, the overwhelm-
ing evidence indicates that simple touch contributes to more altruistic behaviour. 
But why? Taylor ( 2007 ) suggested that touch is an indication of charisma, whereas 
others have predicted that the positive effects of touch may be due to cognitive inter-
pretational factors such as implied affi liation, trust and cooperation (Rose  1990 ). A 
somewhat different suggestion came from Reite ( 1990 ) who suggested that the early 
association between touch and stress reduction in early life creates a long-lasting 
positive response to being touched in later life. 

 Unsurprisingly many studies have shown that people touch those whom they like 
more often (Heslin and Alper  1983 ) and studies have demonstrated an interplay 
between different genders playing a role too; waiters and waitresses that subtly 
touch a customer when they return their change tend to receive larger tips but even 
more so when the customer is of the opposite gender (Hubbard et al.  2003 ; Guéguen 
et al.  2007 ).  

    The Role of Touch in  Intimacy   

 Tactile signals are important in intimate relationships and studies with romantic 
couples have provided unique results. Studies involving fl irtation behaviour between 
men and women in bars provide observational support on the superiority of nonver-
bal communication in the  courtship process   (Moore  1985 ; McCormick and Jones 
 1989 ). Most of the early signalling appears to be performed by women and most 
frequently observed behaviours include smiling, tossing one’s head, grooming and 
a variety of seemingly ‘accidental’ touching of another person. Interestingly, 
Guerrero and Andersen ( 1991 ) found that opposite-sex touch varies between rela-
tional stages with the peak of touch taking place during steady dating or engage-
ment stages. Not only does the level of touch differ but different neural mechanisms 
within the brain are utilised during the initiation and the maintenance of a relation-
ship (Depue and Morrone-Strupinsky  2005 ). 

20 The Effects of Touch



346

 Worldwide, romantic  love   plays a key role in courtship, suggesting that it 
evolved as a primary aspect of the human mating system (Fisher  1998 ). Heslin 
and Alper ( 1983 ) found that couples who were most in love also engaged most in 
touching, both sexual and non-sexual. For some, touch can be the most meaning-
ful part of intimacy; in a survey of over 100,000 people, 72 % of respondents 
answered yes when asked, “Would you be content to be held close and treated 
tenderly and forget about the sex act?” 40 % of those answering ‘yes’ were under 
40 years of age (Landers  1996 ). 

 In regard to married couples, Enochson and Wiseman ( 1999 ) found support 
for a positive relationship between similarities of touching behaviours of married 
couples and marital satisfaction. This is corroborated by research which found 
that relationship satisfaction and trust positively correlated with dynamic touch 
(Nelson and Geher  2007 ). Displays of emotion have evocative functions, elicit-
ing complementary or matching emotions from relationship partners (Keltner 
and Kring  1998 ), and this is relevant regardless of the channel of emotional com-
munication: facial, vocal or tactile. 

 In comparison to “simple touch”, research has also explored the effects of “pro-
tracted” and “dynamic touch”. Protracted touch involves longer and mutual contact, 
and dynamic touch involves continuous movement over the skin, such as stroking or 
caressing. Coan et al. ( 2006 ) carried out one of the fi rst studies identifying the 
distress- alleviating effects of protracted touch on the neural circuitry supporting 
threat response. Women in highly satisfying marriages were subjected to the threat 
of electric shock while holding the hand of their spouse, a stranger or no hand at all. 
Spousal hand holding was particularly powerful in attenuating neural response to 
threat—more so than stranger hand holding, suggesting that attachment fi gures act 
as emotion regulators in ways that strangers do not. Coan and his team believe that 
supportive relationships allow the prefrontal areas of the brain used for regulating 
emotion to ‘relax’, enabling them to utilise their other resources for problem- 
solving. These fi ndings support the view of Field ( 2006 ), founder of the Touch 
Research Institute, that massage therapy is more benefi cial when given by a signifi -
cant other. Furthermore, the quality of the relationship with the hand holder was 
also of great importance, suggesting that the effect of touch is sensitive to symbolic 
representations (e.g. good relationship vs. bad relationship) in the brain. Interestingly, 
Coan et al. ( 2006 ) suggested that these fi ndings may not be applicable to relation-
ships characterised by discord or of poorer quality. 

 Levels of the hormone oxytocin, sometimes called the ‘ love hormone  ’, 
increase in intimate  relationships   and have been implicated in bonding behav-
iours (Young  2002 ; Bales and Carter  2003 ; Gulledge et al.  2007 ). Elevated lev-
els of oxytocin in the brain are associated with an improvement in reading 
emotional expressions in faces and with being more trusting (Baron-Cohen 
 2007 ), and oxytocin contributes to more touching behaviour as witnessed by the 
increased grooming behaviour when administered to mice which do not produce 
the neurotransmitter (Amico et al.  2004 ).  
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    Touch as a Form of  Emotional   Communication 

 Interpersonal behaviour involves accessing a  comfortable balance   between making 
enough contact whilst keeping enough distance at the same time. The nature of 
relationships between people can often be worked out by noticing what kinds of 
touch they communicate with one another. 

 Touch is used to create distinct forms of self- expression   and can be utilised to 
reinforce or emphasise what has been said. Certain actions or movements seem 
natural or instinctive, for example, to draw close to or hold someone in distress or to 
hold hands with the person we love. When people refer to nonverbal behaviour, they 
are often referring to the signals (encoding) to which meaning will be attributed 
(decoding) (Knapp and Hall  1997 ). 

 The giving and receiving of messages through touch is often instinctual as people 
are used to being touched in the context of interpersonal relationships. The ever- 
growing literature on communicating emotion has paid little attention to the investi-
gation of touching, and this has remained an almost disregarded area of psychological 
research until recently (Hertenstein et al.  2006 ; Thompson and Hampton  2011 ). 
Hertenstein et al. ( 2006 ) carried out the fi rst experiment focusing solely on commu-
nicating emotion through touch. They investigated whether people could identify the 
emotions of another from the experience of being touched on the forearm by a 
stranger without any verbal or visual clues. Hertenstein et al. ( 2006 ) carried out the 
experiment in the United States and in Spain, with the latter being chosen as a culture 
that values touch more highly, and found that participants in both countries could 
accurately interpret anger, fear, disgust, love, gratitude and  sympathy   via touch at 
signifi cantly above-chance levels. However, participants could not interpret embar-
rassment, envy, pride, surprise, happiness or sadness at signifi cant levels. Hertenstein 
et al. ( 2006 ) referred to embarrassment,  envy   and pride as self-focused emotions, 
which could explain the lack of successful tactile communication. 

 Further research by Hertenstein’s team (App et al.  2011 ) found that people have 
a preference for which nonverbal channel they use to convey differing emotions; 
participants favoured the body for expressing embarrassment, guilt, pride and 
shame; the face for anger, disgust, fear, happiness and sadness; and touch for love 
and sympathy. The researchers hypothesised that the social function of an emotion 
predicts its channel of communication, stating that the body promotes social status 
emotions, the face is used for survival emotions and touch is utilised for intimate 
emotions (App et al.  2011 ). 

 Thompson and Hampton ( 2011 ) replicated Hertenstein et al. ( 2006 ) to observe if 
the interpretation of emotional touch differed more for romantic partners than for 
strangers. The study compared the ability of romantic couples and strangers to com-
municate emotions solely via touch. Results showed that both strangers and roman-
tic couples were able to communicate universal and prosocial emotions, whereas 
only romantic couples were able to communicate the self-focused emotions envy 
and pride. Despite the higher accuracy of communication shown by couples, 
 analysis of the types of touch used revealed that couples and strangers tended to use 
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much the same touch actions for specifi c emotions, including the self-focused emotions 
that were decoded by couples only. The similarity in touching actions for couples 
and strangers and the disparity in their successful interpretation may indicate that 
more subtle differences in the manner of touch, not picked up by their coding 
scheme, were responsible for differences in success. However, it is more likely that 
the same cues are being interpreted differently due to relationship status, which is 
an exciting fi nding deserving of further exploration.  

    The Neuroscience and Biology of  Affective Touch   

 As stated, the hormone oxytocin plays a role in interpreting emotional expressions 
and has been hypothesised to promote human affi liation through its calming and 
antinociceptive effects (Uvnäs-Moberg  1997 ). Studies have confi rmed this by 
showing that intranasally administered oxytocin improves the ability to read emo-
tions (Leknes et al.  2012 ; Van IJzendoorn and Bakermans-Kranenburg  2012 ). 
Higher levels of oxytocin also predict affectionate touch in mothers (Feldman 
 2012 ), and high frequency of touch between partners predicts higher levels of 
oxytocin (Light et al.  2005 ). 

 The experience of being touched is thought to intensify emotional displays from 
other sensory modalities (Knapp and Hall  1997 ). Understanding the brain process-
ing that underlies affective touch may provide an understanding of the brain mecha-
nisms of  emotion  , and functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) studies have 
shown that different cortical areas are activated by different types of touch, e.g. 
pleasant, neutral and painful (Rolls et al.  2003 ). Studies have implied that activation 
of the orbitofrontal cortex may be related more to pleasantness and painful stimula-
tion rather than by neutral touch (Olausson et al.  2002 ,  2008 ; McCabe et al.  2008 ), 
evidencing that the brain is able to differentiate between affective and neutral 
aspects of touch (McGlone et al.  2007 ; Olausson et al.  2008 ). 

 The neural processing of affective touch is being researched using a variety of 
experimental approaches to chart the neural pathways, from the periphery to central 
nervous system projections and neuro-modulation. An important fi nding in the 
realm of affective touch has been the characterisation of human nerve fi bres (C tac-
tile afferent) that are hypothesised to code for pleasant touch (McGlone et al.  2007 ). 
These nerve fi bres are only found in hairy skin (the main body surfaces) and are not 
present in glabrous skin such as the palm of the hand (Olausson et al.  2002 ; McGlone 
et al.  2007 ). They show a partiality to stimuli that move gently over the surface of 
the skin, for example, a caress or stroke (Löken et al  2009 ; McGlone et al.  2014 ). 
The discovery of certain types of tactile receptors only being present in non- glabrous 
skin highlights the importance of testing different areas of the body when exploring 
the  perceptual effects   of interpersonal touch.  
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    Relating Touch to  Clinical Presentations   

 Touch serves an important function in social and emotional communication yet is 
rarely explored in relation to clinical pathologies. One well-known exception is the 
literature surrounding people with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) evidencing a 
sensitivity to touch; however, there are few empirical studies exploring the effects 
of this in regards to communication. One study found that the tactile sensory system 
is foundational for social functioning in people with ASD with diagnosis and inter-
vention implications (Lundqvist  2015 ), and it has been suggested that sensitivity to 
touch is not a perceptual sensory problem but emotional in origin (McGlone et al. 
 2007 ; Güçlü et al.  2007 ; Voos et al.  2012 ). 

 Another study suggests that perceived touch deprivation may play a role in body 
image pathologies (Gupta et al.  1995 ), and a more recent study proposes that major 
depression may be part mediated by overarching sensory abnormalities whereby nor-
mal sensory perceptions are no longer activating reward systems (Fitzgerald  2013 ). 

 Collectively, the few studies strengthen the claim that an abnormality or neglect 
in tactile sensitivity has an important impact on a person’s social behaviours and 
may play a role in mental health. There is often little consideration of the benefi ts of 
touch in a clinical environment, but future work is needed to evidence the benefi ts 
of touch for clinical samples and varied pathologies, especially in contexts where 
touch is less circumscribed.  

    Conclusion 

 The need for touch, both to be touched and to touch, is one of the most instinctive 
of human needs. The pivotal message from all of the aforementioned literature is 
that the simple action of touch, especially early in life, can have profound effects on 
the way you relate to others and the way you respond to stressful situations. 

 The advancement of technology means that there is less opportunity for physical 
human contact. Video communication software such as Skype means people can 
have several meetings a day without being alongside another human being. 
Developers have tried to create various software that allows for a more personal feel 
to virtual communication in the form of; the ‘inTouch’ device which creates the 
illusion that two people are interacting with a shared physical object (Brave and 
Dahley  1997 ), a ‘hug’ that can be connected across devices (DiSalvo et al.  2003 ; 
Gemperle et al.  2003 ), and more recently a ‘Keep in Touch’ fabric touchscreen 
interface combining visual and tactile sensations to provide a physical intimacy 
(Motamedi  2007 ). Developers are attempting to incorporate tactile stimulation into 
virtual communication but moving in this direction may be moving further towards 
a culture that decreases much needed in-person tactile behaviours. As the evidence 
has clearly outlined, the effects of lack of in-person touch can be detrimental and 
long lasting. 
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 Working in a psychology healthcare setting the topic of touch is an anomaly. 
Touching patients is not permissible for many reasons, for example, therapeutic 
boundaries, and potential liability for any misconstrued communication. However, 
if touch effects the way we evaluate others, heightens the sensitivity of our other 
senses and is scientifi cally proven to be benefi cial both biologically and psycho-
logically, why is it not factored into healthcare in a more formal manner? There is 
a wealth of research into the effects of lack of touch in early life, but more explo-
ration is needed into the effects of touch in relation to pathology and in the context 
of clinical settings. 

 The scientifi c evidence is there, so when will practice follow?      
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