The Science & Soul of Touch
Where Biology, Energy and Human Connection Meet

By Dr. Mike Van Thielen, PhD.

We arrive in this world through touch.

Before we understand a single word, recognize our own name, develop beliefs
about ourselves, or consciously understand what love means, our body is
already listening. We feel warmth against our skin. We recognize pressure,
movement, rhythm and closeness. We are held, rocked, fed, stroked and
comforted. Long before the intellectual mind can understand the sentence
“You are safe,” the nervous system begins learning what safety feels like.

Touch may therefore be one of humanity’s first languages, and perhaps one
of our most forgotten.

In adulthood, we tend to think of communication as something that happens
primarily through words. We explain ourselves, text each other, send emails,
post messages and increasingly communicate through screens. Yet beneath
this sophisticated layer of language remains an ancient biological system that
continues asking questions much older than speech: Am I safe? Am I
accepted? Am I connected? Am I alone?

Sometimes a hand can answer those questions faster than a thousand words.

Before We Could Say, “I Love You,” We Could Feel It

The importance of touch begins almost immediately after birth. Skin-to-skin
contact between infants and caregivers has been associated with changes in
autonomic nervous-system activity, heart-rate variability, cortisol and
oxytocin. Research examining parent-infant interaction also suggests that
oxytocin participates in the complex biological processes involved in bonding,
synchrony and responsiveness.

None of this means that touch is a magical switch that creates attachment.
Human bonding is far more complicated than a hormone or a hug. But touch
is clearly woven into the biological conversation between caregiver and child.
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A newborn cannot regulate every internal state independently. When
overwhelmed, the infant depends heavily upon another human being. When
the baby cries and someone comes, when fear is met with being held, and
when physiological activation encounters another body providing warmth,
pressure, rhythm, voice, smell and familiarity, the infant experiences what we
now call co-regulation.

Before we learn self-regulation, we repeatedly experience regulation through
relationships.

Over thousands of these seemingly ordinary interactions, the developing
nervous system begins constructing expectations about the world. Distress
does not necessarily mean abandonment. Discomfort can pass. Someone may
respond. Connection can return. These lessons are not primarily intellectual.
They are embodied.

The Five A’s: When Love Becomes an Experience

This provides a beautiful connection with what are often called the Five A’s:
Attention, Acceptance, Appreciation, Affection and Allowing. These
needs are much broader than physical touch, yet healthy touch can become
one of their most powerful expressions.

A parent holding a distressed child while being fully present communicates
attention: I see you. A child who can still approach a parent after making a
mistake experiences acceptance: You still belong here. A celebratory embrace
can express appreciation: I recognize you. Holding hands, cuddling or a
reassuring hand on the back can communicate affection without requiring
language at all: You matter to me.

But the final A—Allowing—may be the most important one for understanding
healthy touch because allowing recognizes autonomy. Another person’s body
belongs to them. True affection does not demand physical access. A child who
does not want to hug someone should be allowed to communicate that
boundary, and adults deserve the same respect.

This leads us to an important truth: touch is not inherently regulating simply
because it is touch. The nervous system cares about context. It considers who
is touching us, whether we trust that person, whether the contact was invited,



whether we can stop it, what we have experienced previously and what the
contact means within that relationship.

A hand on the shoulder can communicate love in one situation and threat in
another. The skin receives stimulus, but the brain interprets its meaning—and
meaning changes physiology.

Your Skin Is Listening

Touch begins with extraordinary sensory machinery. The skin contains
receptors capable of responding to pressure, vibration, stretching,
temperature and movement. When skin is mechanically stimulated, physical
deformation is converted into electrochemical signals that travel through
peripheral nerves toward the spinal cord and brain.

Among the most fascinating discoveries in touch research are C-tactile
afferents, or CT fibers. These slowly conducting sensory fibers are
particularly associated with gentle affective touch. They respond strongly to
certain forms of slow, pleasant stroking and appear to participate in the
emotional dimension of touch rather than simply telling the brain precisely
where something touched us.

In other words, part of our sensory system helps identify where contact
occurs, while other pathways contribute to how that contact feels. Research
into affective touch increasingly connects tactile input with brain systems
involved in interoception, emotion, reward and social processing.

Touch is therefore never merely skin-deep. The brain combines tactile
information with memories, expectations, relationships, emotions and the
internal condition of the body. This is why two physically similar touches can
produce completely different physiological experiences. The difference is not
necessarily the hand. The difference is what the nervous system believes the
hand means.

A Hug Is a Biological Conversation

When safe, welcome touch occurs, the consequences can extend beyond the
skin. Research has connected affectionate touch with stress regulation,
oxytocin signaling and changes in autonomic and neuroendocrine activity.



This gives us another way of thinking about human relationships. We do not
simply exchange information; our nervous systems communicate with
one another. A calm voice affects another person. Facial expression matters.
Eye contact matters. Breathing matters. Proximity matters. Touch matters.
Together these signals can contribute to the perception that another human
being is safe, available and present.

When someone we trust holds our hand during a frightening experience, the
hand cannot remove the situation. It cannot guarantee the future or eliminate
grief, surgery, uncertainty or loss. Yet it may alter how the nervous system
experiences that moment.

Sometimes safety does not mean that nothing difficult is happening.
Sometimes safety means that something difficult is happening, but we are not
experiencing it alone.

The Touch We Forget to Give Ourselves

But what happens when another human being is not available? Here science
becomes especially interesting.

Human beings spontaneously touch themselves throughout the day. We rub
our forehead when frustrated, place our hands over our face when
overwhelmed, hold our own arms, massage our temples, put a hand over the
chest, rub the neck or rest the face in our palms. We usually dismiss these
gestures as meaningless habits, yet they may reflect something deeper.

Research into deliberate self-soothing touch suggests that self-contact can
influence the stress response. In one randomized controlled experiment, self-
soothing touch before a standardized psychosocial stressor was associated
with a lower cortisol response compared with a control condition. Other
emerging research has continued to explore how deliberate self-touch may
influence momentary stress, emotional state and perceived well-being.

This raises an intriguing possibility: the body seeking regulation can also
become part of the signal that produces regulation.

We do not always need another person’s hands to create a tactile experience
of safety. Sometimes our own hands can participate in sending that message
back to the nervous system.



Your Hands as a Nervous-System RESET

One of the simplest ways to experience this is to rub your palms together
slowly for several seconds. Notice the friction and warmth developing between
them. Then stop, close your eyes if that feels comfortable, and gently place
both palms over your face. There is no need to push, massage or try to make
anything happen. Simply allow your hands to rest there while slowing your
breathing.

Feel the warmth of your palms against your skin, the gentle pressure
surrounding your face and the movement of your breath. After several
breaths, you can move one hand to the center of your chest and the other to
your abdomen and remain there for another few slow breaths.

This practice does not require a mystical explanation to be meaningful. From
a nervous-system perspective, you are deliberately introducing predictable
tactile and thermal information while directing attention away from the
external environment and toward bodily sensation. The warmth generated by
rubbing the hands creates additional sensory input, while slow breathing can
influence autonomic regulation. The entire experience becomes a combination
of touch, temperature, proprioception, interoception, attention and breath.

Self-soothing touch studies have used comparable forms of contact, including
placing hands over the heart or abdomen and gently touching the face or
upper body. What appears to be an almost trivial gesture may therefore
become a deliberate message to the nervous system: there is nothing I need
to fight in this moment, nowhere I need to run and nothing I need to
accomplish for these few breaths.

There is something beautifully symbolic about this as well. When the outside
world becomes too loud, our own hands can remind the body where home is.

But Are We Also Moving Energy?

This is where Science & Soul becomes particularly interesting, provided we
remain both curious and scientifically disciplined.

When you vigorously rub your palms together, you are unquestionably
transforming energy. Mechanical work and friction generate heat. Muscles
contract through biochemical processes. Electrical potentials change across
cell membranes. Sensory receptors fire and neural signals propagate through



the nervous system. When your warmed palms are subsequently placed
against your face, thermal energy is exchanged between surfaces while tactile
receptors respond to pressure and contact.

So, yes, energy is absolutely involved.
The important question is what we mean when we use that word.

Science has established electrical, chemical, mechanical and thermal
processes throughout the human organism. Biology depends on
electrochemical gradients, and the nervous system itself communicates
through changes in membrane potential and neurotransmitter activity. Physics
describes electromagnetic interactions between charged particles. These are
measurable forms of energy and interaction.

The further claim that rubbing our hands together generates a special form of
human “healing energy” that can then be intentionally transferred into our
face, or another person’s body is a different proposition. Current science has
not established such energy as a distinct physical force comparable to
electromagnetism.

That distinction does not diminish the practice. In fact, it makes what we
already know even more remarkable. When we warm our hands and place
them against the face or chest, the nervous system receives warmth, pressure
and tactile information. Attention moves inward. Breathing may be slow.
Muscular tension may soften. The gesture itself can acquire psychological
meaning: I am here. I can soften. I can care for myself.

Because meaning can influence physiological state, intention matters even
without requiring intention to be an unidentified physical force.

When Physics Gets Weird: Do We Ever Actually Touch?

Now we can go one level deeper.

Place your palm against someone else’s palm. Your senses tell you that two
solid objects are touching, and at the scale of everyday human experience
that description is perfectly correct. Descend into the atomic world, however,
and “touch” becomes considerably stranger.

Atoms are not miniature solid balls packed tightly against one another. Their
nuclei occupy an extraordinarily small region compared with the dimensions



of the atom, while electrons are described through quantum states and
probability distributions. As the atoms in your hand approach the atoms in
another person’s hand, electromagnetic interactions between charged
constituents become increasingly important. Quantum-mechanical principles
governing electron states also contribute to the resistance of ordinary matter
to compression and interpenetration.

The atoms do not simply collapse into one another. They interact.

What your brain experiences as solidity and physical contact emerges from
this astonishing microscopic world of particles, fields, forces and quantum
behavior. At our human scale we experience two hands touching; at a deeper
physical scale, we are witnessing an immensely complex interaction between
organized systems of matter.

Touch itself is therefore an interaction.

And that observation gives us a fascinating bridge between the language of
matter and the language of energy.

The Energy—Matter Principle: Nothing Is “Just Physical”

Our senses encourage us to divide reality into neat categories. Matter seems
solid, energy seems invisible, thoughts seem mental, emotions seem
psychological and touch seems physical. Yet the deeper we investigate the
human organism, the more interconnected these categories become.

A thought can alter neural activity, and neural activity can alter physiology.
Emotion changes breathing, while breathing can in turn influence physiological
state. Attention changes what the brain prioritizes. Touch changes neural
signaling, and neural signaling changes perception. Perception influences
behavior, and behavior ultimately changes the physical world around us.

This is an important aspect of what I call the Energy—Matter Principle. The
principle does not require us to claim that thoughts magically rearrange
physical matter or that every phenomenon we do not understand can be
explained by “energy.” Rather, it invites us to recognize that what appears to
be a simple physical event is often embedded in a much larger network of
interactions.

Touch demonstrates this beautifully. Physical interaction with the skin
becomes neural activity. Neural activity becomes perception. Perception



interacts with memory. Memory influences emotion. Emotion changes
physiology. Physiology influences behavior. One apparently small physical
interaction can ripple through the entire human system.

Perhaps the more useful question, therefore, is not whether something is
“matter or energy,” but how an interaction travels through multiple layers of
human experience.

Same Hands, Different Energy

Imagine someone placing a hand on your shoulder while looking at their
phone. Now imagine someone you deeply love placing a hand on the same
shoulder while looking into your eyes and becoming completely present with
you. The mechanical pressure of those two touches could theoretically be
almost identical, yet the experiences may be profoundly different.

We often describe this intuitively by saying, "The energy was different.”

Scientifically, we should be careful with that phrase. We cannot automatically
conclude that an unidentified physical energy has traveled from one human
being into another. Yet the subjective observation behind the phrase may be
very real because almost everything surrounding the touch has changed.
Posture, facial expression, eye contact, muscle tension, timing, breathing,
attention and intention can all be different. The receiving nervous system
integrates these signals, many of them outside conscious awareness, and
constructs an experience from them.

This gives us a more sophisticated way to understand what people sometimes
call “feeling someone's energy.” The experience may represent our conscious
interpretation of an extraordinarily complex collection of sensory, relational
and interoceptive information that the brain has processed without individually
presenting every component to conscious awareness.

At the same time, there may remain dimensions of interpersonal experience
that science has not yet adequately explained. Scientific integrity asks us
neither to declare such experiences impossible nor to present an unknown
mechanism as established fact. The honest answer is sometimes simple that
we do not yet know.

Science should remain curious enough to investigate and disciplined enough
not to pretend.



Conscious Touch: When Attention Enters the Hands

Consider experimenting with this the next time you embrace someone you
love. Instead of allowing the hug to become an automatic social ritual, become
consciously present within it. Feel your feet on the ground, soften your
shoulders, notice your breath and experience physical contact. For several
seconds, resist thinking about what comes next.

There is no need to imagine sending healing energy, fixing the other person
or producing any particular response. Simply become present.

From across the room, the embrace may look the same as any other hug.
Internally, however, something significant has changed. Attention has entered
touch, and when attention enters touch, touch becomes a much richer form
of communication.

Without saying anything, an embrace can communicate that we see another
person, accept them, care about them and are willing to remain present with
them. Perhaps this is why human beings instinctively reach one another during
the most emotionally significant moments of life. We hold newborn babies,
embrace people returning home, hug after long separations, hold hands before
frightening medical procedures, touch someone who is grieving and reach for
the hand of someone we love when life is coming to an end.

When language reaches its limits, human beings often return to touch.

From Skin to Soul

We began life experiencing touch before we understood words, and perhaps
there is wisdom in returning to it consciously.

Touch brings us out of abstraction and back into the body. It reminds us that
human connection is not merely intellectual. We are biological organisms
designed to experience ourselves and others through sensation, relationship
and presence.

At the atomic level, what we call touch emerges from interactions within
matter. At the biological level, those interactions become sensory and neural
signals that the brain interprets. At the physiological level, safe touch can
participate in stress regulation. At the psychological level, touch acquires
meaning, and at the relational level it can communicate affection, reassurance



and belonging. Through deliberate self-touch, the same sensory system may
even participate in communicating safety back to ourselves.

Then we arrive at the level that is more difficult to quantify: meaning,
consciousness and what we might call soul.

Science can describe mechanoreceptors firing, cortisol changing, neural
networks responding, atoms interacting and heat transferring between
surfaces. Those descriptions are extraordinary, but the description of an
experience is not the experience itself.

You could understand every measurable physiological mechanism involved in
holding another person’s hand and still fail to explain what it means to hold
the hand of someone you love.

You could describe every receptor activated during a mother's embrace
without completely explaining motherhood. You could measure heart rate,
cortisol, oxytocin and brain activity while someone comforts a dying parent
without capturing grief, love, history and presence. You could describe the
electromagnetic interactions occurring between two hands at an atomic level
and still not explain why neither person wants to let go.

This does not represent a failure of science. Science is doing precisely what it
is designed to do: investigating measurable mechanisms and relationships.
The mistake occurs when we assume that because we can describe a
mechanism, we have completely explained the meaning of the experience.

Perhaps this space between mechanism and meaning is exactly where
Science & Soul belongs.

Science helps us understand how touch happens. The nervous system helps
us understand how it is experienced. Psychology and relationships help us
understand what touch means. And consciousness allows us to become aware
of the experience itself.

Rather than forcing one perspective to replace the others, perhaps human
understanding becomes richer when we allow them to coexist.

Touch then becomes far more than physical contact. It becomes a meeting
point between matter and energy, biology and relationships, nervous system
and consciousness, mechanism and meaning.



And perhaps the deepest lesson of touch has been resting in the palms of our
hands all along: we do not merely touch bodies. We touch nervous
systems, memories, emotions, relationships and, ultimately, lives.
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The discussions of energy, consciousness and soul in this article represent a
broader Science & Soul interpretive framework. They are intentionally
distinguished from experimentally established mechanisms involving
electromagnetic interactions, thermal energy, sensory physiology and
nervous-system function.



