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INTRODUCTION


What does touch mean to you?


On the face of it, this is a relatively simple question. Yet with a sense so intimately linked to our daily lives, the answer is far from straightforward. Under the term falls the most intimate and the most formal of behaviours – a caress, a hug, a handshake. Touch can bring pleasure. Touch can bring pain. Touch can trigger a complexity of emotions and memories.


Many might be able to recall a time when the experience of touch brought them closer to other people. What made that experience special? What was it about the quality of tactile communication that helped you connect with someone else? Caring physical contact, like hugging or hand-holding, is vital to convey reassurance, empathy and affection. These touches act as a social glue, helping to form and reinforce bonds between us.


The relationships that touch facilitates are essential, because social connections are vital for our health and well-being. The proven benefits of strong social connections include increased longevity, a strengthened immune system and positive mental health. One landmark study found that people with stronger social relationships have a 50 per cent increased likelihood of survival compared to those with weaker social connections.1 Touch is a core ingredient in social contact, helping to generate a positive loop for social, emotional and physical well-being to thrive.


The benefits of touch on physical and mental health extend further. For instance, as we will learn later in this book, even a short and gentle touch has been found to lower anxiety, reduce stress and decrease symptoms of depression in the person who is touched.


Many of us might be able to recall a time when a simple comforting touch made a difference. Can you think of a time when you consoled someone? Or perhaps a time when touch helped calm you before a stressful event like having an operation? In some cases, the support provided by touch can be more of an aid to help people overcome adverse events than words alone.


As a social neuroscientist (someone who studies the brain basis of social interaction), I have been fascinated by touch for many years. In my work, I’ve sought to understand why we touch others and what happens when we do. What drives differences between us in how we think and feel about touch? What is it about the quality of tactile communication that so positively impacts our relationships, happiness and health?


From working in the laboratory to observing people in the real world, I’ve tried to get a handle on the meaning of touch from the earliest stages of life to our final moments. I’ve tried to understand what makes touch so fundamental to human connection and existence.


Through this work, I’ve been lucky to investigate touch with people from various backgrounds and in different settings. Some examples include the role of touch in the workplace, in theatre and dance, in healthcare, and across our daily relationships. I’ve worked closely with organisations to try to find ways to balance the positives that come from appropriate and supportive touch, with the importance of keeping consent at the heart of our interactions. And with those seeking to develop new approaches to ensure that even if we lack touch in our lives, we can still have access to opportunities to experience the positive outcomes that supportive touch can bring.


Away from my work as a scientist, touch is an integral part of my life, as it is for many of us. It is a sense that has often brought me comfort. A sense that has helped me to share a connection with others. A sense that has helped me explore and understand the world around me.


While touch can be positive, there is no doubt that it can also be challenging. The words I’ve written above will not resonate with everyone. I fully acknowledge that I am privileged to have had a positive relationship with touch throughout my life. Many have not.


Sadly, touch is a sense that has often been misused. Nowadays, you do not have to search far to find examples of exploitation or abuse through touch. Egregious examples of inappropriate touch and sexual harassment are distressingly common. The volume of reports from across the world of people abusing their licence to touch others has been a troubling feature of recent times. Considering this, I can understand why some people have argued that we should place greater scrutiny on the impact of touch and consent.


We know that touch affects us all, but its meaning is often complicated and nuanced. What might be a meaningless touch to some may be significant to others. Our thoughts about touch are often subconscious and connected to our personal history of tactile experiences.


This is true from person to person but can even be the case with the same person from situation to situation. Can you imagine an example where you might feel comfortable with touch in one setting but not another? If your hairdresser touched your arm or shoulder while in the salon, it might be okay, but what if they stroked your arm to greet you in the coffee shop? Context matters, and we’ll explore this in more detail later.


We rely on touch every day of our lives. It makes us who we are. It helps us connect. Despite this, many feel out of touch with the world. Studies suggest that over half of us long for more touch in our lives. But people increasingly report a reluctance to touch.2


When we touch, we must navigate a delicate landscape of past, present and future encounters. How do we balance these competing factors? How can we ensure that our tactile behaviours are most appropriate for the individual needs of each person we interact with? Maybe you’ve thought about these questions yourself. Perhaps you have not.


The reality is that touch is a sense that impacts many parts of our lives in unexpected ways. Yet we seldom stop to consider our everyday tactile interactions. Until recently, that is.


On 21 January 2020, I woke up in a hotel room in the heart of MediaCity, a 200-acre development beside the Manchester Ship Canal in Salford. Historically known as one of the world’s most extensive river navigation canals, the Manchester Ship Canal is heralded as a feat of Victorian engineering that connected the city to global trade routes.


Today, its banks are somewhat different. They are home to some of the UK’s world-leading media organisations, including the British Broadcasting Corporation – or the BBC, as it is more commonly referred to.


I had a big day ahead of me: a string of radio and television interviews throughout the day until a final appearance on the BBC evening news. Why? Touch. We were launching what would become one of the world’s largest contemporary studies on people’s attitudes to and experiences of touch around the globe. A study called the Touch Test.


That morning in January 2020, we had no idea what was coming our way.


On the very same day as our launch, the first confirmed case of coronavirus (COVID-19) was identified in Washington State, USA. The previous day, epidemiologists from the Chinese Center for Disease Control and Prevention published an article indicating that the first cluster of patients with ‘pneumonia of an unknown cause’ had been identified on 21 December 2019.


At the end of January 2020, the director general of the World Health Organization (WHO) declared a public health emergency. In the following weeks, the stark reality of the scale of this emergency became clearer. The number of world cases surpassed 100,000 in March 2020, then 1 million in April.


At the time of writing, the current global number of cases stands at 691 million, with 6.71 million deaths. COVID-19 changed the world.


COVID-19 was also a game-changer for how we touched. As societies understood that the virus could spread through close contact, various restrictions and new social norms developed. National lockdowns were introduced, with strict rules limiting interactions with others outside our households and ordering people to stay home. Public health messages advised regularly sanitising hands and urged people not to touch their faces. We were warned to keep our distance from each other and to be cautious of touch.


As a touch researcher, I always thought I understood the importance of touch in our lives. Yet like many people, it was not until touch was taken away that I realised just how important it was to me. For many, the past few years have put touch into focus. This forgotten sense has returned to the public eye.


When we launched our global Touch Test study, we did not know how many people would complete it. But even though COVID-19 took hold during our testing period, close to 40,000 people living in 112 different countries took part. The timing could not be controlled – the test was even referred to as ‘one of the most ill-timed scientific surveys carried out’3 – yet it turned out to be a fascinating window into what touch meant to different people across the globe at a time when they were deprived of it more than ever before.


Many people also reached out during and after broadcast programmes linked to the survey results. They shared their feelings about a lack of touch during pandemic restrictions. And they shared reports of how it felt to have the first hug from a loved one post-lockdown.


The diversity and richness of these experiences fuelled my curiosity to dig deeper into my understanding of touch. When We Touch shares these scientific and personal insights. It is a journey into the new and emerging science behind our everyday tactile experiences.


I cannot claim to be able to tell every story of touch. Whole volumes have been and should continue to be, written on some of the darker sides of the subject – the unacceptable non-consensual forms of touch captured by social movements like #MeToo.4 I would never wish to minimise or omit these stories from a discussion on touch. However, I acknowledge that coming from a place of touch privilege, I could never do justice to them.


Instead, When We Touch focuses predominantly on the daily interactions involving touch that we consider appropriate and consensual. The subtleties of common occurrences of touch that many will see in their lives from one day to the next.


My aim is not to argue in favour of or against touch between individuals. It is instead to reflect on the nuanced nature of human touch. I will explain the fundamental principles of why we touch and its consequences. We’ll delve into everything from everyday tactile interactions (like hugs, handshakes and high-fives) to how we can help people experiencing touch starvation. We will seek to understand what touch means, how it defines us, and how it contributes to health and well-being. I will try to answer questions offering the potential to help us communicate better via touch.


While this is by no means a complete handbook of touch in the modern world, I hope it will give you a grounding in the subject and leave you with a greater understanding of the importance of everyday touch for yourself and those around you.


For now, I want to return to the question with which we opened this chapter: what does touch mean to you?


I was hoping you could take a moment to think of three words that might best describe the meaning of touch in your life. You can write them down, keep them in mind, whatever works best.


When my team asked this question to nearly 40,000 people worldwide in 2020, the three words most commonly used to describe what touch meant were: comforting, warm, and love.5 These words were similar across all regions, with the occasional inclusion of words like caring, connection, and affection. They were similar among male, female and gender non-binary adults. They were similar for those with and without a range of health conditions. You may also be in this majority.


I was surprised by the consistency of the responses. We often think of touch as being a fluid sense. A sense that can fluctuate based on a diverse range of experiences and preferences. This is true, as we will come to see. Yet, at its core, many people often identify touch as a sense that comforts and connects us. Why would that be? To answer this question, let’s start our journey into the world of touch by looking at the humble beginnings and biology of this underestimated sense. An origin story that begins from our earliest moments.





PART 1




Why We Touch






CHAPTER 1



Developmental Touch:
the Origins of Our Most
Underappreciated Sense


On 29 May 2021, an American mother made headlines with a ten-second clip posted on TikTok. She gained over 20 million views with her video of a toy fish gently patting her baby’s bum until the baby fell asleep.


While it might sound funny, believe it or not, the sleeping fish is a product marketed to parents. The rhythmic patting of the toy is thought to mimic the calming touch of a caregiver. Many parents across social media have reported that the fish helps their baby, and them, get a better night’s sleep.


To be clear, I am not here to comment on the sleeping fish from a scientific perspective. But having been in that fretful situation where you find yourself slowing down the speed of comforting touch while gradually moving away so that the child doesn’t notice you sneaking out after soothing them to sleep – well, I can see the appeal. If only I had known of such a toy back in the day!


All joking aside, did you know that touch is one of the first senses we acquire? In fact, touch processing can develop early in the prenatal period between conception and birth.1 For instance, during pregnancy, it has been shown that the foetus responds to maternal touch on its mother’s abdomen with tactile exploration. It reaches out and touches the uterus wall.


On the one hand, you might think this would make us experts in touch – we have, after all, been using touch to connect with the world from our earliest moments. But I’m sure I’m not alone in recognising that life teaches us that touch is complicated, whether due to a pandemic, social norms, past experiences or simply difficulty understanding what touch means from one person to another. In adulthood, many can find touch awkward at best.


There are many reasons for this, which we will address throughout the book. But for now, if we want to truly understand a sense with us from so early in life, we need to retrace our steps a little. We need to look at how touch begins and contributes to our development.


A GENTLE CARESS


Before we dive into the science, it’s probably important for me to note that the opening chapters of this book contain a bit more about the biology of touch than the others. We also begin with more of a focus on babies than you will see throughout the rest of the book: this is because much of what we know about touch during development comes from studies on young infants.


If you want to learn about touch but aren’t too worried about all the cells and brain regions that play a role, then don’t worry; the book is set up in such a way that you don’t need to know all the biology to get the most out of the chapters that follow. There are key takeaway sections in each chapter so that you can move between sections in a way that works for you. On the other hand, if you have even a slight interest in the biology of touch or the importance of the touch that we experience during development, what follows will appeal to you.


To get us started, let me circle back to my own childhood.


When I was a teenager, my life changed substantially for the better. At thirteen, my younger sister joined the family. I recall several people noting with curiosity the age gap between us. Many still do. The age gap was a great thing for me, giving me a different type of relationship with my sister that has endured to this day.


Being that bit older allowed me to be part of the caregiving process. I was able to be a role model and pass on things I’d learned. Okay, I may have moaned and groaned at times – I was still a teenage boy, after all. But I never complained about taking care of my sister.


Some of my fondest memories involve making her laugh and smile from the earliest days of her life. I recall the beaming smiles I would get when she was a baby by gently stroking her cheeks or tiny arms. In hindsight, perhaps positive experiences like these led me to become a scientist who wanted to study touch.


My choice to stroke my sister’s arms aligns with research on how caregivers tend to touch newborn babies. In 2019, researchers from Concordia University examined how mothers and fathers touched their babies during the first hour after birth. Both caregivers displayed similar types of touch when interacting with their infants for the first time. Stroking and caressing were the forms of touching engaged in most often by both mothers and fathers. Conversely, kissing was the form of touch that was used the least, by both mothers and fathers, during these first-hour tactile interactions.2


Our tendency to gently stroke infants may not merely be a random act. A type of nerve fibre in the skin appears particularly tuned to comforting and caregiving touch, like gentle skin stroking. These nerve fibres are called C-tactile afferents or C-tactile fibres (CT fibres). They respond best to things like gentle skin stroking.


Scientists refer to touch that activates these CT fibres as CT-optimal touch. For our purposes, the best way to picture this is to imagine a touch that resembles the type of gentle caress you might give to a loved one; slow, gentle skin stroking at a speed at which you might intuitively stroke a baby.


In fact, CT-optimal touch appears to be intuitive to many people.3 If you watch caregivers spontaneously stroking their babies, you will see that they often naturally do this at the optimal speed for CT fibres to respond.


There is some variability in this; for instance, a recent study on infants found that stroking speed is related to a mother’s heartbeat before stroking. That is to say, the mother’s prior state impacted stroking speeds – if their heart rate was higher, they would stroke their child faster, and vice versa. Still, even adults will typically spontaneously stroke each other at speeds that target CT fibres when freely interacting with people with whom they have close relationships.


Is there a reason parents intuitively engage in this type of stroking with their children? An exciting body of new research suggests that the answer might be yes.


In 2018, a study led by researchers from the University of Oxford examined brain and behavioural responses to a painful medical procedure in newborn babies – a pinprick blood test used commonly as part of a mixture of tests to detect genetic conditions.4


The researchers divided the babies into two groups. One group were gently stroked with a soft brush at an optimal speed for CT touch before experiencing the pinprick test. The other group did not experience touch before testing.


Gentle stroking before experiencing pain led to reduced pain-related brain activity and behaviours like withdrawal reflex. In other words, caring touch helped infants get through exposure to a painful experience like a pinprick to their heel.


The benefits of CT touch to infants are not just physiological. They extend to social and emotional functioning as well. It has been found that babies can appear happier after being gently stroked.


Infants can also differ in how they perceive the social signals of other people when they are stroked. In 2021, researchers from the University of Milan-Bicocca explored how seven-month-old babies responded to emotional faces when stroked or squeezed by their mothers. When infants see angry faces, they typically show signs of avoiding them by looking away. In this experiment, stroked babies showed less avoidance of an angry expression. In contrast, babies who were gently squeezed rather than stroked still looked away.5 It seems that gentle stroking helped the babies be more confident in exploring the social world around them, even when it seemed scary. CT touch influenced how infants responded to the emotions of others.


In fact, throughout childhood, there is evidence that children who share supportive touch from caregivers tend to be more social with others. This kind of touch doesn’t just need to be stroking. Researchers from the University of Notre Dame have shown that children who are hugged more often when upset show greater concern and care towards others.6


It also turns out that some of the first touch sensations we experience in the world can profoundly impact social development throughout life, even decades after we first share them. In 2021, researchers from Reichman University reported a study that took them almost 20 years to complete.7 They meticulously followed newborn babies and their mothers from birth to adulthood to study social behaviours and brain responses in newborns who received varying degrees of initial maternal tactile contact shortly after birth.


Three groups of infants were tested. One group was full term and had tactile contact with their mothers when they were born. Another group, born pre-term, engaged in skin-to-skin care interventions with their mothers. And finally, a group born pre-term was cared for in incubators without touch from their mothers. More succinctly, the first two groups had very early maternal tactile contact as newborns, but the final incubator group did not.


Over two decades, the researchers videotaped mother–child interactions in the homes of the three groups in infancy, preschool, adolescence and adulthood. What they found may astonish you. Differences in early tactile experiences as newborns had a demonstrable impact on social processing some 20 years later.


The infants who received more touch from their mothers after birth showed more coordinated social behaviours with their mothers across development. In other words, the mothers and children who shared touch early were more in sync when interacting socially. This was true for infants born full term with tactile contact and infants born pre-term who engaged in skin-to-skin care interventions.


The impact of early tactile interaction on social responses did not stop there. One of the most intriguing parts of the Reichman University study was that the researchers did not only study mother–child interactions. They also investigated what happened in adulthood when the now grown-up babies observed social signals from other people.


This was achieved by studying the brain basis of affective empathy. In this task, the participants (now adults in their twenties) had their brain activity recorded as they watched videos of strangers experiencing joy, distress or sadness in social contexts.


People with more mother–child synchrony showed greater sensitivity to the emotional stories of other people in the amygdala and insula – both core structures of the social brain. The enhanced social interaction between mother and child, connected to early touch, predicted social processing towards other people.


In a nutshell, early tactile interactions contributed to empathy responses towards strangers two decades later. A staggering demonstration of the powerful impact that touch throughout development can have on our social world.


THE CASE OF THE TACTILE BABOONS


At this point, although it’s becoming apparent that close physical contact with a caregiver during development can affect social processing, you might be wondering why.


Clues to help us answer this can be drawn from an unlikely source – some of our primate relatives: monkeys and apes. Although we may not immediately think of mammals like monkeys and apes as being family, they display very similar DNA to that of humans. We share nearly 99 per cent of our DNA with some of our closest animal relatives – the bonobo and the chimpanzee. Scientists use the similarities to make meaningful comparisons between people and other mammals. They use these comparisons to address questions like why do we touch one another?


One tactile behaviour shared across different primates is using touch to groom. We see this behaviour as plucking – pulling – and rhythmic tactile movements across the body. If you’ve ever watched a nature documentary featuring monkeys, you will have seen that grooming – and, by proxy, touching – is widespread in primates. Some have been reported to spend nearly 20 per cent of their day in mutual grooming!


But why do primates spend so much of their time engaging in touch?


Intuitively, we might immediately think about grooming as something to do with personal hygiene. You might imagine that a larger monkey will need to spend more time grooming than its smaller cousins simply because it has more fur to be groomed. But studies show that is not the case.


Many primates indeed do self-groom to stay clean and healthy.


Yet some species can remain hygienic even with less than 1 per cent of their time spent on grooming.


The time that primates spend grooming is much more than the amount necessary simply to keep their fur clean. Research shows that several monkeys and great apes groom each other for reasons beyond hygiene. What could these be?


It turns out that for many primates, grooming is an incredibly social affair. All the primate species I’ve just mentioned groom together in groups. The time spent grooming relates not to the size of the primate, but the size of the primate’s social group – the more primates in a group, the more time the group spends grooming each other. This suggests that grooming has something to do with social relations between partners within a primate group.


Social grooming in primates is also incredibly consistent. The partners that groom together on one occasion often do so repeatedly. Some have even shown that this consistency between grooming partners can last for years. Those rhythmic tactile movements that take place when two monkeys groom could be part of forming a powerful social connection.


Observations like these have led anthropologists and evolutionary psychologists to suggest that touch during social grooming is all about bonding.8 Researchers, such as Robin Dunbar of the University of Oxford, contend that one of the reasons why primates socially groom each other is to build relationships that can help them throughout life.


Take the gelada baboon. The likelihood of a female gelada baboon assisting another female baboon under attack is related to the time they have spent grooming each other. A female is more likely to come to the aid of another female with whom she shares a close grooming relationship. At the same time, those who don’t share that grooming bond are less likely to intervene. The touch that occurs during social grooming builds relationships and alliances that help in other situations.


To bring this back to humans, these primate studies imply that touch can contribute to developing cooperative social relationships. Given this, it is perhaps not surprising that touch during human development relates to brain regions and behaviours involved in processing information about our social world.


NO BABY UNHUGGED


By now, we are building a picture of the short- and long-term impacts of early caregiving touch on social interaction. But do they extend to other aspects of life too?


Forms of touch – like massage and being held with skin-to-skin contact – have also been shown to support physiological markers of health and well-being from birth.9 In some studies, pre-term babies who received these forms of caregiving touch gained 47 per cent more weight and were released from hospital five days earlier than pre-term babies who were touched less.


The benefits of skin-to-skin touch in early life can continue to have an impact even several years after birth. In one study, premature babies who experienced skin-to-skin contact were compared to babies who received incubator care without that direct contact. At ten years of age, those who had received skin-to-skin contact as pre-term babies had better sleep patterns, improved physical responses to stress, more advanced autonomic nervous systems and better ability to adapt their thinking than those who were in incubators. Research findings like this are part of the reason why the World Health Organization now recommends skin-to-skin care for babies weighing 2,000 g or less at birth.10


In fact, in general, caregiving touch can profoundly impact healthy development. In my quest to understand the importance of early caregiver contact, I encountered the most provocative scientific validation of its significance that I could imagine. This came from the field of epigenetics.


Epigenetics is an area of study that considers how environmental influences can contribute to how genes work. Epigenetic factors don’t necessarily change our DNA. Instead, they impact how our body reads a DNA sequence. They do this by regulating behaviours like whether genes are turned on or off.


There are now early signs suggesting that caregiving touch can potentially trigger a form of epigenetic protection to brain development.11 One study, led by researchers from the University of British Columbia, asked mothers to complete a diary reporting caregiving behaviour. The researchers calculated the hours each mother spent engaging in tactile behaviours like holding or carrying infants. The results showed that high levels of maternal contact were linked to differences in genomic regions that play a role in immune and metabolic functioning. In other words, motherly touch impacted how genetic differences in immunity and metabolism were expressed. This could have lasting contributions to our health.


Impacts on sleep, feeding, responses to stressful situations, social behaviours and even our genetics. I was sold. Early caregiving touch matters!


I was also a little sad. I began to think about situations where sometimes early contact between newborn infants and their parents simply cannot happen. For instance, pre-term infants who can only be cared for in incubators. Some births can be complicated and require the mother to be withdrawn for her care and survival. What are organisations doing to ensure that there is still appropriate touch available to infants in situations like this?


The answer is quite a lot.


As data on the importance of early touch has built, neonatal care has been redesigned to facilitate as much uninterrupted contact as possible between caregiver and baby. Where this is not possible, others have stepped in with initiatives that might help give babies the much-needed tactile contact they crave.


While writing this book, I learned about Huggies’ No Baby Unhugged campaign.12 This incredible campaign aims to ensure that babies get skin-to-skin hugs even if their parents cannot provide them.


Much of the campaign’s work has focused on supporting hospitals across North America to establish volunteer hugging and cuddling programmes. If parents of newborns in intensive care units cannot hold their children after birth, trained volunteers can step in to help give babies touch at this vital time of their lives. These volunteer hugs are a powerful low-cost intervention that could have many beneficial effects on babies in hospitals.


Alongside these attempts, the charity UNICEF has been leading the charge to ensure that skin-to-skin contact should be part of their Baby Friendly standards worldwide.13 The Baby Friendly standards are a roadmap to help transform care for ‘all babies, their mothers and families’. According to UNICEF UK, ‘Skin-to-skin contact is a key part of the UNICEF UK Baby Friendly Initiative standards.’


UNICEF argues that skin-to-skin contact should be valued and supported in hospitals worldwide. Their guidance includes ensuring that all mothers ‘have skin-to-skin contact with their baby after birth, at least until after the first feed and for as long as they wish’, and that ‘mothers and babies who are unable to have skin contact immediately after birth are encouraged to commence skin contact as soon as they are able, whenever or wherever that may be’.


They also suggest that neonatal units make sure that ‘parents have a conversation with an appropriate member of staff as soon as possible about the importance of touch, comfort and communication for their baby’s health and development’.


Many neonatal units now do this.


Some organisations have also turned to touch to help parents too: although society often celebrates birth as a happy event, there is no doubt that it is a very stressful and sometimes traumatic experience. Many new parents can experience changes in mental and physical health afterwards. Recent research suggests that early skin-to-skin contact with their newborn child may help some women with post-birth stress and depressive symptoms.


One study that speaks to this is a 2019 randomised control trial conducted by the Society for Applied Studies, a research institute in New Delhi. The trial included just under 2,000 mothers of low-birth-weight infants born between April 2017 and March 2018. The mothers were either supported in practising kangaroo care techniques (methods of holding a baby skin-to-skin) or received standard care that involved home visits without extra kangaroo care support. Engaging in kangaroo care reduced depressive symptoms for mothers, leading the authors to conclude that it might cut the risk of moderate to severe maternal postpartum depression.14


It’s not just mothers who benefit from skin-to-skin; a study published in 2019 by researchers at Nanfang Hospital of Southern Medical University showed that new fathers exhibit lower anxiety and depression following skin-to-skin contact with their new baby.15 In this work, newborn babies were divided into two groups. One received skin-to-skin contact from their fathers shortly after a Caesarean birth. The other did not. The babies in the skin-to-skin group cried less, ate sooner, and had a more stable heart rate and forehead temperature than those babies who didn’t receive this contact. The fathers in the skin-to-skin group had lower self-reported anxiety and depression levels than the other fathers. To put it simply, touch helped both father and baby.


An important implication of this field of research is that it is not just the birthing parent and the baby who can gain from close tactile contact in early life. Although the research is just emerging, and is often restricted to fathers, one would suspect that these benefits would be seen in other non-birthing caregivers involved in early infant interactions. This is good news for the many families that don’t always revolve around a mum and a dad. It also offers a positive message to initiatives like No Baby Unhugged, since it implies that babies may gain from close contact with caregiving volunteers and professionals.


Putting everything together, these results build a convincing picture showing that touch is a critical ingredient in allowing babies and their caregivers to thrive. And medicine is adapting to this emerging evidence, with benefits for parents and babies alike.




Five principles to aid healthy and supportive touch in relationships with children


Babies. Monkeys. Parents. They all provide a slightly different twist on a similar conclusion: touch is a mighty contributor to our origin stories, with a lasting impact on our biology and behaviour. The touch we receive in childhood can impact how we learn, bond and interact with the world around us. Tactile experiences in early life set the stage for what touch means to us as we grow. They contribute to the consequences of touch for broader behaviours, consequences that matter to our health, well-being and day-to-day lives.


Still, we cannot deny that touch during early life can be challenging to navigate. As we will see in later chapters, preferences for touch are not universal. This is true for children as much as adults. Unhealthy experiences of touch carry risks throughout life.


Caregivers and those who work closely with children can face the difficult task of ensuring that children have access to supportive touch while balancing the risks of unintentional outcomes of unwelcome touch during childhood. Below are some considerations, adapted from the educational organisation Penn State Extension16 and the non-profit organisation Zero to Three,17 that those involved in childcare may wish to consider in aiding healthy and supportive touch when interacting with children.




	
Reflect. What we’ve seen in this chapter is that our early tactile experiences can have a lasting impact. Later, we will see that it is probable that our own childhood experiences impact how we think about touch. To help us engage with children we care for, it can be helpful to reflect on our own thoughts about touch, and how these thoughts may contribute to how we choose to interact with others we care for. Whenever we touch someone else, we strike a balance between our past, present and future interactions. Being mindful of our own thoughts about touch can help us start thinking about how we engage with others.


	
Ask. Asking permission and understanding another person’s sensitivities around touch can help us better understand their relationship with touch. This is true whatever the age of the person we interact with. Some schools try to encourage this culture by allowing kids to choose how they greet each other at the start of a school day: a high-five, a fist bump, a handshake, a hug, or not at all. This helps them to learn about their body freedom and consent from an early age.


	
Learn. Staying educated about healthy and supportive touch behaviours can help caregivers and people who work in caring professions. Learning about how preferences for touch can vary between individuals helps us consider how we approach touch with others. If you work with children, involving and learning from their families can provide valuable information about their unique requirements.


	
Go slow. When we talk about touch, people sometimes assume that more is always better. This is not automatically the case. Supportive touch is about sharing caring tactile experiences that are correct for the person you are interacting with. This means that you do not necessarily need to be touching all the time. Nor is a rapid increase automatically going to be the right action. Reflect, ask, learn; gradually attempt to match healthy and supportive touch in a way appropriate to that person’s needs.


	
Educate. Once we understand a child’s approach to touch, we can feel confident in educating others about those needs. Sometimes a child might not want to immediately hug a relative they’ve not seen for a while, or they might find hugs overwhelming full stop. It can help to explain this to people. Education also involves teaching our children about differences in touch preferences. We can educate about supportive touch by modelling respect towards each other’s body boundaries. For instance, talking to children to let them know before touching them – saying things like ‘I’m just going to lift you up now’ rather than simply touching and lifting them without warning.












CHAPTER 2



Scientists Who Stroke:
the Neuroscience of Touch


If you were ever to visit my lab, you could be excused for thinking that I model myself on Doc Emmett Brown from Back to the Future. For those who have not seen this eighties classic, Doc Brown is a fictional scientist and the inventor of the DeLorean time machine. I can only wish to emulate his success – including owning a DeLorean. But my lab isn’t far from the mix of gadgets you see in his garage workshop.


I own an assortment of equipment that has been accumulated over the years. There are lab coats here and there; mannequins, robots, fake hands, toy worms, slime, and I’m sure I own every type of brush you might need: much of this from a study where we tried to convince people they were touching things like maggots.


So many gizmos and gadgets – I literally have something called a multiple pulse gizmo in front of me right now. However, having said all this, if you were to visit my lab, it’s possible that what might first capture your attention is what’s written on the key ring as you enter the door: Scientists who stroke.


My research team and I make a living by stroking and sometimes hugging other people. We are part of a rapidly expanding group of scientists who want to understand how we judge whether touch feels good or bad, and how those judgements impact our social wellness and health.


We study affective touch – a touch with a pleasurable or emotional component to it. One of the ways we do this is by bringing people into our lab and stroking them. Slow and gentle stroking, in a manner that mimics the gentle caresses you might feel outside the lab from a partner, caregiver or friend.


The reason for this connects back to those CT fibres we came across in our discussion about how touch develops; the receptors in the skin that are sensitive to gentle stroking.


Affective-touch scientists around the globe have devoted considerable amounts of time to determine how our CT fibres transmit information about affective touch on our skin to the brain. If someone strokes your arm, you may think, ‘This feels nice.’ Our job is to ask precisely why. What is the process that leads you to believe this? In layperson’s terms, the question we are asking is: what makes touch feel pleasant?


THE SCIENTIST AND THE CAT


To help us understand the answer to why stroking can feel good, let’s look at what our CT fibres respond to. You might recall from the previous chapter that CT fibres appear to love a touch that resembles a gentle caress. To understand the detail behind this, we first need to focus on the different types of skin we have on our bodies.


Broadly, there are four types of skin on the human body: skin at the junction of membranes like that found around our lips and tongue; skin that lines the inside of body orifices; skin without hair; and skin with hair. For our purposes, I want to focus on the last two types: our hairy and non-hairy skin.


Look at your hand right now, back and front. You’ll probably see that your palm is non-hairy, but the back of your hand is hairier. The palms of our hands are often without hair – more formally known as glabrous skin. This contrasts with most of the rest of our body, which is quite hairy: we should remember that just because hair is not always visible doesn’t mean that the skin is not hairy somehow.
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