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What Parents and Teachers
Should Know: The Power of
Affective Touch in Social
Bonding and Well-Being

Touch is one of the most fundamental
ways we connect with others,
especially children. Scientific research
increasingly shows that affective
touch—gentle, affectionate physical
contact like stroking or hugging—plays
a crucial role in emotional well-being
and social bonding.

Children, like adults, experience touch
as a powerful signal of affection, safety,
and positive attention. Whether it's a
comforting hand on the shoulder or a
long cuddle between a parent and
child, these moments of physical
connection help build trust and
emotional closeness (Gallace & Spence,
2010; Suvilehto et al., 2015). Affective
touch is a key part of how humans form
bonds and feel emotionally safe
(McGlone et al., 2014; Morrison et al.,
2010).

Why Long-Lasting Touch
Matters

While brief touches can be meaningful,
longer forms of touch, such as gentle,

sustained stroking, tend to convey
deeper emotional significance.
Remarkably, affective touch is one of
the few types of sensory input that
people find pleasant over extended
periods (Triscoli et al., 2014). This
makes it especially

valuable in caregiving settings—both at
home and in educational
environments—where emotional

connection and trust are foundational.

How the Brain Responds to
Touch

Our brains are specially wired to
process affective touch through a
unique set of nerve fibers known as C-
tactile (CT) afferents. These fibers are
found in hairy skin (like the arms) and
respond best to gentle caresses at the
speed of a typical human stroke. The
more pleasant the touch feels, the more
these fibers fire, directly influencing our
emotional experience (Ackerley et al.,
2014; Loken et al., 2009).

These signals travel to a part of the
brain called the posterior insula,
which helps us register the emotional
quality of bodily sensations (Olausson
et al, 2002; Morrison et al., 201la).
Other brain areas also play a role:
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@® The orbitofrontal cortex

(OFC) processes how pleasant
and rewarding touch feels—just
as it does for tastes, smells, or
even money (Rolls &
Grabenhorst, 2008; Kringelbach
et al., 2003; Veldhuizen et al,,
2010; O'Doherty et al., 2001).

o The ventral striatum,

including the putamen, is
activated when touch is
experienced as rewarding and

emotionally meaningful
(McCabe et al., 2008; Lamm et
al., 2015).

@® Other involved areas include the

posterior superior temporal sulcus,
medial prefrontal cortex, and
pregenual anterior cingulate cortex—
regions  associated with  social
understanding, emotional empathy,
and interpersonal bonding (Bennett et
al., 2013; Voos et al., 2013; Gordon et al.,
2013; Lindgren et al., 2012).

Neuroplasticity and Bonding
Through Touch

One of the most exciting aspects of this
research is how it connects to
neuroplasticity—the brain’s ability to
change and adapt based on experience.

Affective touch doesn’t just create
momentary comfort; it can actually
help reshape brain networks involved
in emotional regulation, attachment,
and social reward.

When  touch is consistently
experienced as warm, safe, and
rewarding, it reinforces neural
pathways associated with trust and
connection. Over time, these repeated
experiences can strengthen a child’s
capacity to form secure attachments
and regulate  emotions  more
effectively. In other words, loving
touch helps “train” the brain to expect
kindness and connection, which can
have long-term benefits for mental

health and social development.

This is especially important for
children who may have experienced
early adversity or neglect. Positive,
affective touch in a safe, supportive
environment can help rebuild

healthy bonding pathways, offering
the brain new experiences to rewire
itself for connection and resilience.

Touch and Habituation:
What Changes Over Time?

Interestingly, while repeated or
prolonged touch may lead to less
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activity in the somatosensory cortex
(the part of the brain that processes
physical sensations), this doesn’t mean
it becomes less meaningful. Instead,
activity in reward-related brain
regions, like the OFC and putamen,
tends to increase with long-lasting
touch, suggesting that such touch
continues to reinforce emotional
closeness and well-being over time
(Lamm et al., 2015; Rolls et al., 2003).

Implications for Parents and
Teachers

In both home and school settings,
appropriate and affectionate touch—
like a gentle pat on the back, a hug, or
a calming stroke—can be a simple yet
powerful tool to help children feel safe,
loved, and connected. These gestures
don’t just comfort children in the
moment—they activate brain systems
that build lasting emotional bonds,
support positive mental health, and
promote healthy brain development
through neuroplasticity.

By understanding the neuroscience of
affective  touch, caregivers and
educators can more confidently
incorporate it into  everyday
interactions, knowing it contributes

meaningfully to a child’s emotional
growth and resilience
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