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YOU'RE IN A CROWDED SUBWAY

car on a Tuesday morning, or perhaps on a city bus.
Still-sleepy commuters, lulled by vibrations, remain
hushed, yet silently broadcast their thoughts.

Atoddler in his stroller looks warily at his fellow passengers, brows
stitched with concern. He turns to Mom for reassurance, reach-
ing out a small hand. She quietly takes it, squeezes, and releases.
He relaxes, smiles, turns away—then back to Mom. She takes his
hand again: squeeze and release. * A twenty-somethingin askirtand
blazersits stiffly, aleather-bound portfolio on her lap. She repeatedly
pushes a few blonde wisps off her face, then touches her neck, her
subconscious movements both revealing and relieving her anxiety
about her 9 A.m. interview. » A couple propped against a pole shares
messages of affection; she rubs his arms with her hands, he nuzzles
his face in her hair. « A middle-aged woman, squished into a corner,
assuredly bumps the young man beside her with some elbow and
hip. The message is clear; he instantly adjusts to make room.

PROBING OUR ABILITY to communi-
cate nonverbally is hardly a new psy-
chological tack; researchers have long
documented the complex emotions and
desires that our posture, motions, and
expressions reveal. Yetuntil recently, the
ideathat people canimpartand interpret
emotional contentviaanother nonverbal
modality—touch—seemed iffy, even to
researchers, such as DePauw University

psychologist Matthew Hertenstein, who
study it. In 2009, he demonstrated that
we have an innate ability to decode emo-
tions via touch alone. In a series of stud-
ies, Hertenstein had volunteers attempt
to communicate a list of emotions to a
blindfolded stranger solely through
touch. Many participants were appre-
hensive about the experiment. “This is
atouch-phobic society,” he says. “We’re
not used to touching strangers, or even
our friends, necessarily.”
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But touch they did—it was, after all,
for science. The results suggest that for
all our caution about touching, we come
equipped with an ability to send and
receive emotional signals solely by doing
so. Participants communicated eight dis-
tinctemotions—anger, fear, disgust, love,
gratitude, sympathy, happiness, and sad-
ness—with accuracy rates as high as 78
percent. “I was surprised,” Hertenstein
admits. “I thought the accuracywould be
atchance level,” about 25 percent.

Previous studies by Hertenstein and
others have produced similar findings
abroad, includingin Spain (where people
were better at comminicating via touch
than in America) and the U.K. Research
has also been conducted in Pakistan and
Turkey. “Everywhere we’ve studied this,
people seem able to do it,” he says.

Indeed, we appear to be wired to
interpretthe touch of our fellow humans.
Astudy providing evidence of this ability
was published in 2012 by ateam whoused
fMRI scans to measure brain activation
inpeoplebeingtouched. The subjects, all
heterosexual males, were shown avideo
of a man or a woman who was purport-
edly touching them on the leg. Unsur-
prisingly, subjects rated the experience
of male touch as less pleasant. Brain
scans revealed that a part of the brain
called the primary somatosensory cortex
responded more sharply to a woman’s
touch than toaman’s. Buthere’s the twist:
The videos were fake. It was always a
woman touching the subjects.

The results were startling, because
the primary somatosensory cortex had
been thoughtto encode onlybasic quali-
ties of touch, such as smoothness or pres-
sure. That its activity varied depending
on whom subjects believed was touch-
ing them suggests that the emotional

THE TRUE INDICATOR OF A

HEALTHY LONG-TERM RELATIONSHIP
IS NOT HOW OFTEN YOUR

PARTNER TOUCHES YOU, BUT HOW
OFTEN YOUR PARTNER TOUCHES

YOU IN RESPONSE TO YOUR TOUCH.

and social components of touch are all
but inseparable from physical sensa-
tions. “When you’re being touched by
another person, your brain isn’t set up
to give you the objective qualities of that
touch,” says study coauthor Michael
Spezio, a psychologist at Scripps Col-
lege. “The entire experience is affected
by your social evaluation of the person
touching you.”

If touch is a language, it seems we
instinctively know how to use it. But
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apparently it’s a skill we take for
granted. When asked about it, the sub-
jects in Hertenstein’s studies consis-
tently underestimated their ability to
communicate via touch—even while
their actions suggested that touch may
infactbe more versatile than voice, facial
expression, and other modalities for
expressing emotion.

touch,” Hertenstein notes. What’s more,
how atouch getsinterpreted isverycon-
text dependent. “Whether we’re at the
doctor’s office or in a nightclub plays
a huge role in how the brain responds
to the same type of contact,” Spezio
explains. Still, examining some of the
notable ways that we communicate
and bond through touch (and how we

A MOTHER’S TOUCH CAN MITIGATE
PAIN WHEN BABIES ARE GIVEN A
BLOOD TEST. INFANT MASSAGE HAS
ALSO BEEN LINKED TO BETTER SLEEP
AND INCREASED SOCIABILITY—AS
WELL AS INCREASED GROWTH OF
PREMATURE BABIES.

“With the face and voice, in general
we can identify just one or two positive
signals that are not confused with each
other,” says Hertenstein. For example,
joy is the only positive emotion that has
been reliably decoded in studies of the
face. Meanwhile, his research shows
that touch can communicate multiple
positive emotions: joy, love, gratitude,
and sympathy. Scientists used to believe
touching was simply ameans of enhanc-
ingmessages signaled through speech or
bodylanguage, “butitseemsinstead that
touch isa much more nuanced, sophisti-
cated, and precise way to communicate
emotions,” Hertenstein says.

Itmay alsoincrease the speed of com-
munication: “If you're close enough to
touch, it’s often the easiest way to sig-
nal something,” says Laura Guerrero,
coauthor of Close Encounters: Communi-
cation in Relationships, who researches
nonverbal and emotional communica-
tion at Arizona State University. This
immediacy is particularly noteworthy
whenitcomestobonding. “We feel more
connected to someone if they touch us,”
Guerrero notes.

There’s no phrase book to trans-
late the language of touch; if anything,
experts have barely begun document-
ing its grammar and vocabulary. “We
found thatthere are many different ways
to indicate a given emotion through

develop the capacity to do so) reveals
the versatility of this tool and suggests
ways to make better use of it. There’s
much to be gained from embracing our
tactile sense—in particular, more posi-
tive interactions and a deeper sense of
connection with others.

SURFAC

E IMPA

LEARNING THE
LANGUAGE OF TOUCH

WE BEGIN RECEIVING tactile signals even
before birth, as the vibration of our moth-
er’s heartbeat is amplified by amniotic
fluid. No wonder then that touch plays a
critical rolein parent-child relationships
from the start: “It’s an essential channel
of communication with caregivers for
a child,” says San Diego State Univer-
sity School of Communication emeri-
tus professor Peter Andersen, author of
Nonverbal Communication: Forms and
Functions.

A mother’s touch enhances attach-
ment between mother and child; it can
signify security (“You're safe; I'm here”)
and, depending on the type of touch, it
can generate positive or negative emo-
tions. (Playing pat-a-cake makes infants
happy, while a sudden squeeze from
Mom often signals awarningnottointer-
actwith anew object). Mom’stouch even
seems to mitigate pain when infants are
given a blood test. University of Miami
School of Medicine’s Tiffany Field, direc-
tor of the Touch Research Institute, has
linked touch, in the form of massage, to
aslew of benefits, including better sleep,

THE PHYSICAL SENSATIONS OF OBJECTS WE TOUCH
INFLUENCE OUR MORE ABSTRACT FEELINGS.

IT°S NOT JUST the physical contact we make with other people that produces
unexpected reverberations in our psyches. “How our physical body interacts with the
world is fundamentally connected to our thinking,” says Josh Ackerman, an evolution-
ary psychologist at MIT's Sloan School of Management. The idea that our physical selves
shape our psychological selves, known as embodied cognition, has been a popular

subject of research in recent years.

For example, a 2010 study by Ackerman and colieagues revealed that the physical
gualities of objects people touched—their hardness or softness, heaviness or lightness,
roughness or smoothness—tiited people’s judgments toward those same abstract quali-
ties. So folks holding a heavy clipboard were more likely to judge someone as serious;
touching a rough texture was linked to judgments of harshness. Sitting in a hard wooden
chair seemed to make people more rigid in a negotiation. A 2008 study by one of Ack-
erman’s coauthors, Yale University psychologist John Bargh, found that holding a hot
drink makes people rate strangers as warmer—~more caring and generous—while anoth-
er of his studies, published in 2011 in Emotion, revealed that the feeling of loneliness can
be mitigated by an experience of physical warmth (holding a warm pack).

Such translation of touch sensations into abstract qualities offers a glimpse into how
the physical sensations we experience early in life become a kind of mental scaffold that
supports more metaphorical thinking as we grow older. We build abstract concepts on
top of the physical ones (for example, our concept of a “rough” or “coarse” personality
is based on our understanding of tactile roughness). That connection between physical
sensation and abstract concept remains, sc experiencing the former triggers the latter.

Does that mean that you should avoid sitting in a soft chair at the car dealership? Or
use heavier stock for your business cards, or take a hot shower when you're home alone
on a Saturday night and feeling low? Yes and no, says Ackerman. Like a magic trick, the
phenomenon works only if you're not aware of what’s really happening. “If you pay atten-
tion to the fact that you're touching something hard or heavy, your mind will overrule it,”
he explains. So taking note of the comfy chair as you settie down to negotiate your car
loan should undo the tendency to become a softer negotiator. And your firm handshake
might convince an interviewer that you're a strong, substantial candidate...unless it
occurs to him that you're trying to make a good impression with that strong grip. —RC
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reduced irritability, and increased socia-
bility amonginfants—as well asimproved
growth of preemies.

We're never touched asmuchaswhen
we’re children, which is when our com-
fortlevel with physical contact, and with
physical closeness in general (what sci-
entists call proxemics), develops. “The
factthatthere’salotof cultural variation
in comfort with touch suggests it’s pre-
dominantly learned,” Andersen says.

Warm climates tend to produce cul-
tures thatare more liberal abouttouching
than colderregions (think Greeks versus
Germans, or Southern hospitality versus
New England stoicism). Thereareanum-
berofhypotheses astowhy,includingthe
fact that a higher ambient temperature
increases the availability of skin (“It pays
to touch somebody if there’s skin show-
ing or they’re wearing light clothing
through which they can feel the touch,”
Andersen says); the effect of sunlight
on mood (“It increases affiliativeness
and libidinousness—lack of sunlight can
make us depressed, with fewer interac-
tions”); and migratory patterns (“Our
ancestors tended to migrate to the same
climate zone they came from. The upper
Midwest is heavily German and Scan-
dinavian, while Spaniards and Italians
went to Mexico and Brazil. That influ-
ences the brand of touch”).

What goes oninyour home also plays
arole. Andersen notes that atheists and
agnostics touch more than religious
types, “probably because religions often

teach that some kinds of touch are inap-
propriate or sinful.” Tolerance for touch
isn’tsetin stone, however. Spend time in
adifferent culture, or even with touchy-
feely friends, and your attitude toward
touch can change.

By the time we’re adults, most of
us have learned that touching tends to
raise the stakes, particularly when it
comes to a sense of connectivity. Even

bigger tips for waitresses, that people
shop and buy more if they’re touched
by astore greeter, and that strangers are
more likely to help someone if a touch
accompanies the request. Call it the
human touch, a brief reminder that we
are, at our core, social animals. “Lots of
times in these studies people don’t even
remember being touched. They just feel
there’s a connection, they feel that they

PHYSICAL CONTACT BETWEEN
TEAMMATES PREDICTED
PERFORMANCE ACROSS ALL NBA
TEAMS. THE MORE ON-COURT
TOUCHING THERE WAS EARLY

ON IN THE SEASON, THE MOR
SUCCESSFUL TEAMS AND INDIVIDUAL
PLAYERS WERE BY SEASON'S END.

fleeting contact with astranger can have
ameasurable effect, both fostering and
enhancing cooperation. In research
done back in 1976, clerks at a university
libraryreturned library cards to students
either with or without briefly touching
the student’s hand. Student interviews
revealed that those who’d been touched
evaluated the clerk and the library more
favorably. The effect held even when stu-
dents hadn’t noticed the touch.

More recent studies have found that
seemingly insignificant touches yield

WHAT YOUR SKIN REVEALS

THE SKIN IS A RICH SOURCE OF INFORMATION ABOUT WHAT

WE'RE THINKING AND FEELING—NO TOUCH REQUIRED. BY JOE NAVARRO

THE SKIN RESPONDS to emotions very quickly. When we lovingly care for some-
one, our skin, which is very vascular, responds through vasodilation, which makes the
skin feel warm, soft, and pliable. The warmth can often be detected, even without
touching, when we are in close proximity to those who truly care for us. This change
is also why we can tell when a kiss is indifferent (cold, rigid) or heavenly {(warm, soft,
tender).

In social settings, the skin flushes when a person becomes flummoxed or embar-
rassed, or has been caught doing something he shouldn't. In a forensic setting, sweat
communicates a great deal—it can tip off investigators that they have hit a hot issue
during an interview. Though inconclusive evidence of deception, it may indicate
guilty knowledge or worse. Similarly, a suspect may pull clothing away from the skin
at the neck, shoulders, or front of the shirt when something is bothering her and her
skin suddenly becomes warm from stress due to fear or apprehension.

in reaction to strong negative emotions, threats, or danger, the body sends blood
to larger muscles in case they are needed for running or fighting. This withdrawat of
blood causes the skin to feel cold—and may also cause goose bumps to appear, The
skin can also drain of color (turn gray, ashen, and pale) when a person is in shock or
suddenly receives bad news, which gives us immediate insight into what is going on
inside his or her mind, often more accurately than the spoken word could.
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like that person more,” Guerrero says.
Just how strong is touch’s bonding
benefit? To find out, a team led by Uni-
versity of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign
psychologist Michael Kraus tracked
physical contact between teammates
during NBA games (consider all those
chest bumps, high fives, and backslaps).
The study revealed that the more on-
court touching there was early in the
season, the more successful teams and
individuals were by season’s end. The
effect of touch was independent of sal-
ary or performance, eliminating the pos-
sibility that players touch moreifthey’re
more skilled or better compensated.
“We were very surprised. Touch
predicted performance across all the
NBA teams,” says Kraus. “Basketball
players sometimes don’t have time to
say an encouraging word to a teammate;
instead, they developed this incredible
repertoire of touch to communicate
quickly and accurately,” he explains,
addingthattouch canlikely improve per-
formance across any cooperative con-
text. As with our primate relatives, who
strengthen social bonds by grooming
each other, in humans, “touch strength-
ens relationships and is a marker of
closeness,” he says. “It increases coop-
eration but is also an indicator of how







strong bonds are between people.”

If a post-rebound slap on the back or
the brush of a hand while delivering a
bill can help us all get along a bit better,
it may be because “when you stimulate
the pressure receptors in the skin, you
lower stress hormones,” says the Touch
Research Institute’s Field. At the same
time, warm touch stimulates release of
the “cuddle hormone,” oxytocin, which
enhancesasense of trustand attachment.

The release also helps explain our
propensity for self-caressing, which
we do hundreds of times each day as
a calming mechanism. “We do a lot of
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self-touching: flipping our hair, hugging
ourselves,” Field notes, Other common
behaviors include massaging our fore-
heads, rubbing our hands, or stroking
our necks. Evidence supports the idea
thatit’s effective: Self-massage hasbeen
shown to slow the heart rate and lower
the level of the stress hormone cortisol.

ATOUCHOF LOVE

EVERY EVENING AT bedtime, DePauw’s
Hertenstein gives his young son a back
rub. “It’s a bonding opportunity for the
two of us. Oxytocin levels go up, heart

rates go down, all these wonderful
things thatyou can’tsee.” Moments
like these alsoreveal the reciprocal
nature of touch, he says: “Youcan’t
touch withoutbeingtouched. Alot
ofthose same beneficial physiolog-
ical consequences happen to me,
the person doing the touching.”

In fact, when we’'re the ones
initiating contact, we may reap all
the same benefits as those we're
touching. For example, Field’s
research has revealed that a per-
son giving a massage experiences
as great a reduction in stress hor-
mones as the person on the receiv-
ingend. “Studies have shown that
a person giving a hug gets just as
much benefit as a person being
hugged,” she adds.

Moreover, touching another
person isn’t just a one-way street
when it comes to signaling; aside
from sending them a message, it
revealsagreatofdeal information
about their state of mind, Herten-
steinnotes. Are they opento touch
or do they pull away? Are they
relaxed or tense? Are they warm—
or perhaps cold and clammy?
“Sometimes I'll touch my wife and
can tell instantly—even if my eyes
are closed—thatshe’s stressed,” he
says. “You can sense that through
muscle tightness and contraction,
and this kind of information can
guide our behavior with that per-
son—it influences what we think,
how we perceive what they say.”

Perhaps because touch affects
both the personbeing touched and

the one doing the touching, it is one of
the most fundamental ways of fostering
and communicatingintimacyinaroman-
tic relationship. One paper proposed a
sequence of 12 behaviors of increasing
intimacy that couples generally follow:
Afterthe first three (eye-to-body contact,
eye-to-eye contact, and speaking), the
remaining nine involve touching (start-
ing with holding hands, then kissing,
and eventually sexual intimacy). “Touch
functions a bit differently depending on
the stage of the relationship,” says Guer-
rero. “Inthebeginning, it’skind of explor-
atory. Will the other personreciprocate if
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Itouch?” As therelationship progresses,
touching begins to spike. “You see lots of
public touch,” she notes, “people holding
hands the whole time they’re together
or with their arms around each other’s
shoulders. It signals they’re intensifying
the relationship.”

Butit would be a mistake to think that
the amount of touching couples do con-
tinues to follow an escalating trajectory.
Researchinvolvingobservation of couples
in public and analysis of their self-reports
shows that the amount of touching rises
at the beginning of a relationship, peaks
somewhere early in a marriage, and then
tapers off. Over time romantic partners
adjusttheamountoftouchingtheydo,up-
or downshifting their behavior to move
closer to their significant other’s habits.
Inability to converge on a common com-
fortzonetendstoderail arelationship ear-
ly on, while among couples in long-term
marriages, touching reaches an almost
one-to-oneratio.

While couples who are satisfied with
each other do tend to touch more, the
true indicator of a healthy long-term
bond is not how often your partner
touches you but how often he or she
touches you in response to your touch.
“The stronger the reciprocity, the more
likely someone is to report emotional
intimacy and satisfaction with the rela-
tionship,” Guerrero says. As with many
things in relationships, satisfaction is as
much about what we do for our partner
as about what we’re getting.

THE LAWS OF SOCIAL
CONTACT

THE MOST IMPORTANT things we reveal
through touch: “probably our degree of
dominance and our degree of intimacy,”
Andersen says. Take, for example, the
handshake, one of the few situations in
whichit’s OK tomake prolonged contact
withastranger. Assuch, it’sanimportant
opportunity for sending a message about
yourself. “A limp handshake signifies
uncertainty, low enthusiasm, introver-
sion,” Andersen says, while aviselike grip
can be taken as a sign that you’re trying
to dominate. “You want to have a firm
but not bone-crushing handshake,” he
advises, since it’s better to be perceived

as overly warm than as a cold fish. “We
like people to have a kind of medium-
high level of warmth,” Andersen says.
“A person who touches a lot says, ‘’'ma
friendly, intimate person.’ More touch-
oriented doctors, teachers, and manag-
ers get higher ratings.”

Still, outside of close relationships,

and is accompanied by intense eye con-
tact, it can come across as a squeeze of
aggression. Environment changes things
too: Onthe playingfield,aman might feel
comfortable giving his teammate a pat
on the butt for a job well done, but that
congratulatory gesture wouldn’t do too
wellin the office.

OVER TIME PEOPLE ADJUST

THE AMOUNT OF TOUCHING THEY
DO TO MOVE CLOSER TO THEIR
SIGNIFICANT OTHER'S HABITS.
AMONG COUPLES IN LONG-TERM
MARRIAGES, TOUCHING REACHES
AN ALMOST ONE-TO-ONE RATIO.

the consequences of sending the wrong
message also increase. “Touchy people
are taking some risk that they might
be perceived as being over-the-top or
harassing,” says Andersen. “Physical
contactcanbe creepy; it canbe threaten-
ing” Context matters, which is why we
have rules about whom we can touch,
where, and when. “Generally, from the
shoulder down to the hand are the only
acceptable areas for touch,” at least
between casual acquaintances, accord-
ingto Andersen. “Thebackisverylowin
nerve endings, so that’s OK too.”

Of course, there are other contex-
tual considerations as well. Different
cultures and individuals have different
tolerance levels for touch. Same-sex
and opposite-sex touches have differ-
ent implications. Then there’s the qual-
ity of the touch, the duration, the inten-
sity, the circumstances. “It’s a complex
matrix,” Andersen says. A quick touch
and release—like a tap onacubicle mate’s
shoulder to get her attention—no prob-
lem. But a stroke on the shoulder could
be easily misinterpreted. (“Most cases
of sexual harassment involve stroking
touches,” notes Andersen.)

Atouchwill naturally seem more inti-
mateifitisaccompanied by othersignals,
suchasaprolonged gaze, orifitis held an
instant too long. Meanwhile, a squeeze
on the arm could be a sign of sympathy
or support, butif it doesn’t end quickly
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Really, the onlyrule thatensures com-
municating by touch won’t get you into
troubleisthis: Don’tdoit. Whichislikely
what it says in the employee handbook
for your workplace. Still, leaving your
humanity behind every time you leave
home isn’t very appealing. Andersen’s
slightly less stringent guidelines for
touch: Outside of your closest relation-
ships, stick to the safe zones of shoulders
and arms (handshakes, high fives, back-
slaps), andinthe office, it’s always better
forasubordinate, rather than a superior
or manager, to initiate.

If there’s a most appropriate time
to communicate via touch, it’s prob-
ably when someone needs consoling.
“Research shows that touch is the best
way to comfort,” says Guerrero. “If you
ask people how they’d comfort some-
one in a given situation, they tend to list
pats, hugs, and different kinds of touch
behaviors more than anythingelse. Even
opposite-sex friends, for example, who
usually don’t touch a lot so they won’t
send the wrong signals, won’t worry
aboutbeing misinterpreted,” she says.

Maybe that’s because there are
times—during intense grief or fear, but
also in ecstatic moments of joy or love—
when only the language of touch can
fully express what we feel. pT

RICK CHILLOT is a writer and an editor for
Quirk Books. He lives in Pennsylvania.
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