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The Need to Be Touched
Understanding touch deprivation and finding connection
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The Science of Touch
Touch is the first sense to develop in the human fetus and the last to fade in dying. Far from a social
nicety, physical contact is a biological necessity — one the body continues to need throughout the
entire lifespan. Decades of research have established that meaningful touch triggers a cascade of
measurable physiological effects.

Oxytocin and the Bonding Response
Gentle, positive touch stimulates the release of oxytocin — the peptide hormone associated with
bonding, trust, and emotional calm. Oxytocin is produced in the hypothalamus and released via the
pituitary gland. It reduces activity in the amygdala (the brain's threat-detection center), lowers heart
rate, and promotes a sense of safety. Research from Tiffany Field, Ph.D., director of the Touch
Research Institute at the University of Miami School of Medicine — the world's first and largest center
dedicated to the scientific study of touch — has documented these effects across the lifespan.1

Cortisol Reduction
Touch reliably reduces salivary and serum cortisol, the primary stress hormone. A 2010 meta-analysis
published in Psychological Bulletin examined 64 randomized controlled trials of massage therapy and
found significant reductions in cortisol — with an average effect size of 0.31 standard deviations —
alongside increases in serotonin and dopamine.2 Chronic elevated cortisol is associated with
cardiovascular disease, immune suppression, accelerated cognitive decline, and increased mortality
risk.

Blood Pressure and Cardiovascular Effects
A landmark study by Grewen, Anderson, Girdler, and Light (2003) published in Psychosomatic Medicine
found that frequent partner hugs were associated with lower resting blood pressure and heart rate, and
higher oxytocin levels, in premenopausal women.3 Subsequent research by Cohen et al. (2015)
demonstrated that more frequent hugging was associated with reduced susceptibility to infection and,
among those who became ill, less severe symptoms.4

The key finding across this research:
Touch is not optional. It is biologically active, measurably beneficial, and its absence has real health
consequences — consequences that increase with age as opportunities for touch diminish.
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Why Touch Diminishes with Age
Younger adults typically receive touch from multiple sources daily: a partner, children, colleagues,
friends. A handshake at work. A hug from a grandchild. A hand on the shoulder. These accumulate. As
people age, each of these streams tends to narrow or disappear entirely.

The Touch Desert After Widowhood
For many older adults — particularly those who were married for decades — the loss of a spouse marks
the beginning of what researchers have called a 'touch desert.' The daily physical contact that existed
throughout the marriage (sleeping beside someone, a hand held, a back rubbed) vanishes overnight.6

The numbers are striking:
• 36% of adults over 45 reported serious loneliness (AARP, 2017)

• Among widowed adults, 43% reported rarely or never being touched by another person in a
meaningful way7

• Social isolation rates increase sharply after widowhood

Retirement and Social Withdrawal
Beyond widowhood, retirement removes the incidental touch of professional life: the handshake, the
shoulder pat, the brief hug at a meeting. Physical disabilities, mobility limitations, and chronic illness
reduce access to social activities where touch naturally occurs. Moving to a care facility can
paradoxically increase physical isolation — residents may be in close proximity to others yet receive
touch only during clinical procedures.

The Hidden Cost of Touch Deprivation
Prolonged touch deprivation is associated with increased rates of depression, heightened pain
sensitivity, sleep disturbance, cognitive decline, and in extreme cases, failure to thrive. These are not
merely psychological effects — they are biological. The body keeps score.

Normalizing the Need: Skin Hunger Is Real
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The longing for physical contact has a clinical name: skin hunger (also called touch hunger or affection
deprivation). Neuroscientist Francis McGlone's research on C-tactile afferents — specialized nerve
fibers that respond specifically to gentle, social touch — has demonstrated that the brain has a
dedicated sensory system for processing affectionate touch, distinct from discriminative touch.8

Acknowledging that you need touch — and actively seeking appropriate sources of it — is a form of
self-care, not self-indulgence.
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Sources of Healthy Touch

Massage Therapy
Professional massage therapy has the strongest evidence base of any touch-based intervention. A
comprehensive 2014 review by Tiffany Field found that massage reliably reduces anxiety, depression,
and cortisol while increasing serotonin and dopamine.2 For older adults, chair massage and Swedish
massage are particularly well-tolerated. Many senior centers offer subsidized massage programs;
Medicare Advantage plans may cover massage therapy for specific conditions.9

Pet Therapy and Animal-Assisted Intervention
Animal-assisted intervention (AAI) is among the most evidence-dense touch therapies available. A 2007
meta-analysis by Souter and Miller found AAI effective for reducing depression symptoms in 100% of
reviewed trials.10 A 2012 review documented reductions in cortisol, blood pressure, and self-reported
anxiety following animal-assisted sessions of as little as 10 minutes.11

Physical Therapy and Partner-Based Exercise
Physical therapy, occupational therapy, and exercise classes involving partner work (ballroom dancing,
yoga, tai chi with physical guidance) provide structured, purposeful touch in a normalizing context.
Dance programs for older adults have documented benefits for balance, cognition, and mood — and the
physical contact of partner dancing provides consistent, socially sanctioned touch.

Self-Massage and Weighted Blankets
Self-massage — particularly of the hands, feet, and neck — activates many of the same neurological
pathways as interpersonal touch. A daily 5-minute hand massage with moisturizing lotion is a simple,
evidence-informed practice.

Weighted blankets (typically 7–12% of the user's body weight) simulate deep pressure stimulation — the
neurological equivalent of a prolonged hug. A 2020 randomized controlled trial found weighted blankets
significantly improved sleep quality and reduced insomnia and anxiety in adults with psychiatric
conditions.13
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Practical Starting Points
• Ask your senior center or local YMCA about massage programs or chair yoga classes

• Contact Pet Partners (petpartners.org) to request a therapy animal visit

• Try a 5-minute self-hand massage with lotion each morning and evening

• Consider a weighted blanket (15–20 lbs for most adults; consult your doctor if you have respiratory
conditions)

• Look into senior ballroom dancing, line dancing, or partner tai chi classes

• Hugging meditation: hold yourself firmly, arms crossed, for 20 seconds while breathing slowly
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Consent, Appropriate Touch, and Protecting Vulnerable
Adults
All touch must be consensual. Older adults — especially those in care settings, with cognitive
impairment, or who have experienced trauma — deserve the same bodily autonomy as anyone.

• Always asking before touching, even in caregiving contexts

• Respecting a 'no' without explanation required

• Using professional touch providers (licensed massage therapists, certified therapy animal handlers)
who operate under ethical codes

• Recognizing that touch from unfamiliar people can feel threatening, not comforting — familiar
relationships matter

• Being alert to boundary violations: unwanted touch is a form of abuse, regardless of the stated
intention

The Administration for Community Living's Adult Protective Services resources are available at acl.gov.

When Touch Brings Up Grief
For those who associated touch primarily with a partner who has died, receiving touch from another
source can feel complicated, even painful. The first hug from a friend after a spouse's death may bring
grief sharply into focus. A massage may feel foreign — even wrong — if your body learned what 'touch'
means through decades with one person.

This reaction is normal. It does not mean you should not seek touch. It means that for you, reconnecting
with touch may involve some grief work.

If Touch Brings Up Difficult Feelings
• Name what you're experiencing — grief, discomfort, confusion — without judgment

• Start with less personal touch: a manicure, a foot massage, a therapy animal

• Consider speaking with a grief counselor before seeking more intimate forms of touch

• Weighted blankets and self-massage offer touch without interpersonal complexity

• Give it time — the body can re-learn what touch means

https://acl.gov/programs/elder-justice/adult-protective-services
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