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The Power of Touch
In a High-tech World, It Pays to Reach Out
Nora Brunner 

High-tech can mean low-touch. Ensure you're getting the tactile connection humans require.

Tension is who
you think you
should be.
Relaxation is
who you are.
-Chinese Proverb
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Physician and holistic health pioneer
Rachel Naomi Remen once confessed
that as a pediatric intern she was an
unrepentant baby kisser, often
smooching her little patients as she
made her rounds at the hospital. She did
this when no one was looking because
she sensed her colleagues would frown
on her behavior, even though she
couldn't think of a single reason not to
do it.

The lack of basic human contact in our
high-tech medical system reflects a
larger social ill that has only recently
started to get some attention--touch
deprivation. The cultural landscape is
puzzling. On the one hand, we are
saturated in suggestive messages by the

mass media; on the other hand, the
caring pediatrician is afraid someone
might look askance at her planting a kiss
on a baby's forehead. What's wrong with
this picture?

Social Norms
Unfortunately, touch has become, well,
a touchy subject. Though there's
growing scientific evidence that

skin-to-skin contact is beneficial to
human health, American social norms
inhibit this most basic form of human
interaction and communication.
Despite our supposedly enlightened
attitudes, we Americans are among the
most touch-deprived people in the
world.

"Touch deprivation is a reality in
American culture as a whole," writes
Reverend Anthony David of Atlanta.
"It's not just babies needing to be
touched in caring ways, or the sick. It's
not just doctors and nurses needing to
extend it. It's all of us, needing
connection, needing to receive it,
needing to give it, with genuine
happiness at stake."

Distant, Disconnected
How did we come to deprive ourselves so
tragically? According to Texas
psychology professor David R. Cross,
PhD, there are three reasons Americans
don't touch each other more: fear of
sexual innuendo, societal and personal



Massage helps boost self-worth and contribute to emotional well-being and connection.
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disconnection aided by technology, and
the fact that the ill effects of
non-touching are simply not that
obvious and don't receive much
attention.

It's no surprise Americans are often
afraid physical touching signals romantic
interest, which leads to the twin perils of
either having our intentions
misunderstood or wondering if
someone's gesture is an uninvited
advance. This ambiguity is more than
enough to scare most people from
taking someone's arm or patting them
on the back.

The potential for the loaded gesture is
further complicated by our litigious
society in which unwelcome touch can
mean, or be interpreted as, dominance,
sexual harassment, or exploitation.
People in the helping professions are
regularly counseled on how to do their
jobs without creating even a hint of
ambiguity. In one extreme example,
counselors at a children's summer camp
were given the advice that when kids
proactively hugged them, the counselors
were to raise both arms over their heads
to show they hadn't invited the contact
and weren't participating in it. One
wonders how the innocent minds of
children will interpret this bizarre
response to their spontaneous affection.

Another reason for touch phobia,
according to Cross, is that we live in a
society with far-flung families and
declining community connections.
Technology plays a significant role in
the way we communicate, and it seems
we move farther away from face-to-face
communication with every new
invention. How ironic that the old
telephone company jingle that
encouraged us to "Reach Out and
Touch Someone" gave way to the slew of
electronic devices we have today, all
ringing and beeping for our attention.
While these devices were invented to
improve communication, some people
wonder if the net effect is lower quality
in our exchanges of information.

While there is scientific research
showing non-touch is detrimental to
health, Cross says those negative effects
aren't obvious. The effects of a lack of
touch are insidious and long-term and
don't amount to a dramatic story for
prime time.

"Humans deprived of touch are prone
to mental illness, violence,
compromised immune systems, and
poor self-regulation," Cross says. So
serious are the effects of touch
deprivation, it's considered by
researchers to be worse than physical
abuse.

Benefits of Touch
Stated more positively, science does
support the preventive health benefits of
touch. For example, Tiffany Field, PhD,
founder of the Touch Research
Institute, notes that in a study on
preterm infants, massaging the babies
increased their weight and allowed them
to be discharged earlier. Discharging
babies earlier from expensive neonatal
intensive care units could save the
healthcare system $4.7 billion annually.

In other research, scientists at the
University of North Carolina found the

stress hormone cortisol was reduced with
hugging. Cortisol is associated with
anger, anxiety, physical tension, and
weakened immunity.

Massage therapy has been found useful
in reducing symptoms such as anxiety,
depression, pain, and stress, and is
helpful for those suffering with a variety
of illnesses, including anorexia nervosa,
arthritis, cancer, fibromyalgia, and
stroke. While more research is needed,
massage therapy has also been shown to
reduce symptoms associated with alcohol
withdrawal and smoking cessation, and
can strengthen self-esteem, boost the
immune system, increase flexibility, and
improve sleep.

As a nation, we are still finding our way
in terms of increasing our touch
quotient; but those who make their way
into a massage therapy room are farther
along than most.



Add walking poles, and burn more calories.

A Walking Workout
Have Fun While Burning More Calories
 

Easing Holiday Angst
Five Stress Busters for a Joyous Season
 

Imagine the lone hiker, backpack laden
with sleeping bag and bedroll, wielding a
well-worn walking stick as she climbs the
side of a snow-covered mountain. For
centuries, trekkers have used walking
sticks, partly as a defense against
attacking wildlife, partly to aid in
balance, and partly as support on long,
arduous climbs. But in recent years,
many hikers have replaced the single
wooden walking stick with hiking poles.

Held in both hands and used to
distribute weight more evenly through
the four limbs, wilderness hikers have
found poles invaluable for safety,
efficiency, and comfort on long hikes.
What wilderness hikers have known for
some time now is that walking poles are a
great way to relieve pressure on knees,
ankles, and the back. They encourage
better posture and provide a total body
workout by engaging the upper body.

Now, hiking poles are showing up in
urban areas as fitness walkers discover
the benefits they provide. Nordic
walking--similar in technique to cross-

country skiing--is a great way to get a
whole body workout, increase oxygen
consumption, and burn more calories
than regular walking or even speed
walking. This total body workout burns
40 percent more calories and consumes
25 percent more oxygen. Poles can be
purchased at most outdoor sporting
stores, along with rubber tips for use on
paved paths.

Technique
Adjust your poles to approximately 70
percent of your height and loosely
secure the straps around your wrists.
Hold the poles at an angle behind you so
they propel you forward with a slight
bend at the elbow. Use an opposite
hand-and-heel motion as you
walk--right heel strikes as left pole tip
contacts the ground. And you're on
your way! Don't be shy with your poles.
Remember: You're burning 40 percent
more calories.

For more information, visit
www.walking.about.com/od/
nordicwalking/index.htm.

You enter the holiday season with the
best of intentions -- looking forward to
time spent with family and friends,
decorating, shopping, baking. But as
soon as you pile holiday activities on top
of an already busy life, you're likely to
find yourself relating more to Ebineezer
Scrooge than Martha Stewart.

Consider these five suggestions to keep
holiday stress at bay:

1. Determine a Shopping Budget
For many, gift giving is an important
part of the holidays, serving as a way to
express love and appreciation for friends
and family. But when the credit card
bills arrive in January, you may discover
you've extended your holiday stress well
into the New Year. Plan your budget in

advance, determine what you can spend,
and stick to the plan.

2. Create a Time Budget
Many will make a shopping budget, but
what about making a time budget?
Before accepting every invitation this
year, decide ahead how many parties you
can and want to attend while
maintaining your sanity. Make choices
about your time commitments based on
what you'd really like to do this year,
rather than what you think you should
do or what you've always done. Don't
forget to leave time for yourself.

3. Set Food-Intake Boundaries
You'll likely  be tempted to eat in excess,
and don't be too hard on yourself if you
don't stick to your pre-holiday eating

standards. But do decide ahead of time
just how much you'll deviate from your
eating routine.

4. Stick to Your Exercise Regimen
Regular exercise is a powerful stress
buster. You'll feel better, sleep better,
avoid weight gain, boost your immune
system, and maintain a positive outlook
about yourself. While it may seem like
an easy time concession to make, don't
give in to the idea. Stick to exercise, and
you'll thank yourself for it.

5. Take Time to Rest
Take time from your schedule to honor
the cycles of the season. The holidays fall
during winter solstice -- the shortest day
of the year. Learn from nature, and get
plenty of rest.



Every boy in his
heart, would
rather steal
second base than
an automobile.
-Tom Clark

WHY MASSAGE?

Feel guilty about getting massages? Think massages are an
extravagance?  THINK AGAIN....

FACTS from Cedars-Sinai's Study: 
1. One Swedish massage produced decreased levels of the
stress hormone cortisol

2. One Swedish massage produced decreased levels of
arginine vasopressin, a hormone that contributes to
aggressive behavior.

3. One Swedish massage produced elevated lymphocytes,
which helps the immune system. 

Massage is an investment in your health.  Get one today.
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