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Missing touch in your life? So are we. Here’s what to do about it.

It’s been weeks since we’ve been able to touch a human being, who we don’t live 
with. That means no hugs from our parents. Beloved nieces and nephews no 
longer just plop down on our laps. The soothing touch of our favorite manicurists, 
pedicurists, or massage therapists are long lost. Handshakes are in danger of 
extinction. There have been no spontaneous high fives. 

Why is the loss of touch leaving many of us feeling anxious and melancholy? 
Because on top of all the stress and uncertainty COVID-19 has introduced into 
our lives, we can no longer rely on one of our most natural ways to cope with 
anxiety: taking comfort in human touch. 

Why touch is important

 We are social animals, so touch is incredibly important to us says, Melissa Hunt, 
a clinical psychologist and associate director in the department of psychology at 
the University of Pennsylvania. When babies aren’t touched, Hunt explained, 
they stop eating and stop growing. Patients who are touched in the ICU recover 
faster. This is in large part, scientists believe, because a touch releases the 
powerful bonding hormone known as oxytocin. 

“Oxytocin is important to our well-being and connection to the world,” Hunt said. 
“It bolsters our immune system and represses the stress hormone, cortisol.” As 
we sludge through these days and months without touch, not only will we feel 
lonely, there will be biological consequences to our neuroendocrine system, the 
system that regulates our moods, our metabolism, and our sex drive. 

No wonder we’re feeling a bit bummed. 



The bad news is that nothing replaces human touch. But there are things we can 
do that can stimulate the same good feelings touch does. “The goal,” Williams 
said. “Is to get through this safely and as sanely as we can.” 

Here are some tips to help you cope. 

Hug the ones you’re with 

If you’re fortunate enough to shelter in place with your family, or perhaps even a 

roommate, make an extra effort to simply touch them more, Hunt said. When 

you are walking by your son or daughter, place your hands on their shoulders. Or 

when in conversation, reach out and touch a sibling’s shoulders. If your 

roommate says something funny, give them a high five. “Every time you do that 

you are expanding that positive feedback loop," Hunt said. 

Pet your pet 
Studies show that petting your dog or your cat releases the same calming 

sensations as human touch, said Stephanie Krauthamer-Ewing, a clinical and 

developmental psychologist at Drexel University. Dogs are particularly wonderful 

because they give as much love as they get, but a purring cat will do wonders for 

your mood. Don’t have a furry friend? Inquirer reporter Grace Dickinson 

reported last month that the majority of animal rescue centers are open for you to 

adopt or foster a pet during the COVID pandemic.  Or….surround yourself with 

the stuffed kind! 

Practice self-massage 

Type to enter text



Whether you knead tense muscles with low-tech roller or fancy Theragun, make time to rub your 

body down.  Not only is it soothing, “it keeps muscles flexible and helps with stiffness.” Bryn 

Erace of Hand and Stone Massage.  It’s not only a great form of self care.  It keeps muscles 

flexible and helps with stiffness. Even self massage activates our parasympathetic nervous 

system and calms down our fight or flight response just as if you were touched by a friend. 

Do a little yoga 

There  are many studios and yoga practitioners offering online classes.  Also the app, DownDog, 

has several variations on level, time, body parts needing focus and attention, great music and it’s 

free! 

Keep Warm 

Being touched feels good to us because we are responding to the warmth another body.  This 

feeling can elicit the same biological responses as touch, Hunt said.  A cup of hot tea or toddy, 

along with a weighted blanket, a heating pad or a life sized pillow is soothing and connecting you 

with a mind and body experience.   Oh…and a hot bath works too! 


