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Abstract 
Although touch is common in romantic relationships and is generally beneficial, people 
differ in the extent to which they desire to give and receive touch. The current research 
identified individual and relationship characteristics that predict overall desire for touch 
and unique desire for overtly affectionate versus indirectly affectionate forms of touch. In 
both a sample of dating, engaged, and married individuals (Study 1) and a dyadic sample of 
married couples (Study 2), the strongest predictors of overall desire for touch were sex 
(being female) and high relationship quality (actor and partner). Attachment avoidance 
also predicted lower desire for touch overall (Study 1), and actor and partner attach- 
ment avoidance predicted lower desire for indirectly affectionate touch, in particular 
(Study 2). Finally, greater psychological distress predicted greater desire for indirectly 
affectionate touch in both studies. This novel descriptive information about desire for 
touch provides a foundation for future intervention work. 
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Interpersonal touch is a universal social behavior (Suvilehto et al., 2019) and a primary 
mode of nonverbal communication across the lifespan (Thayer, 1986). Touch is espe- 
cially prevalent in romantic relationships where couple-members touch to convey 
emotions like love and gratitude (Hertenstein et al., 2006), to provide support during 
stress (Robinson et al., 2015), and to enhance intimacy (Debrot et al., 2013). Touch is not 
only prevalent; research suggests that it is also beneficial (Jakubiak & Feeney, 2017). 
Receiving touch from a romantic partner is linked with improved mood, lower stress- 
reactivity, increased relationship quality, and better health (Debrot et al., 2013; Ditzen 
et al., 2008; Gulledge et al., 2003; Jakubiak & Feeney, 2018a; Stadler et al., 2012). 
Touch interventions also benefit individuals and their relationships: People assigned to 
receive touch are buffered from personal stressors and relationship threats, feel more 
secure, and behave more constructively during conflict (Ditzen et al., 2007; Holt- 
Lunstad et al., 2008; Jakubiak & Feeney, 2016, 2018b; Kim et al., 2018). 
Given that touch is beneficial and considered “a defining feature of intimate 

relationships” (Chopik et al., 2014, p. 212), we may be tempted to assume that people 
uniformly desire touch. Initial evidence suggests, however, that people vary in the extent 
to which they desire (i.e., would ideally like to give and receive) touch, even in romantic 
relationships (e.g., Brennan et al., 1998b; Carmichael et al., 2020). This heterogeneity is 
especially important to consider given broad recommendations for people to increase 
their touch behavior such as: “Do it. That’s right; do it. Physical affection is good for 
you, and it’s good for your close relationships” (Gulledge et al., 2007, p. 371). Although 
touch provides benefits, researchers should consider individual and relational differences 
in desire for touch to effectively target and tailor touch interventions. Indeed, touch is 
more rewarding for people who desire touch (Ebisch et al., 2014), and touch’s benefits 
may be most pronounced in people who value closeness (Jakubiak & Feeney, 2016). 
Thus, the purpose of the current research is to identify predictors of desire for touch in 
romantic relationships. 

 
Attachment and other extant predictors 
Although several individual and relational factors could contribute to desire to give and 
receive touch, the limited research on this topic has primarily focused on attachment 
orientation: relatively stable expectations and preferences (working models) regarding 
interactions with close others (e.g., Fraley, 2019). People form attachment orientations 
based on early experiences, including touch experiences, with caregivers (Ainsworth   
et al., 1978; Anisfeld et al., 1990). Children who receive warm and responsive touch are 
more likely to develop secure attachments (i.e., believe they are worthy of love, trust 
others to be responsive), whereas children who receive less responsive caregiving may 
develop high attachment anxiety (i.e., concerns about abandonment and worthiness; 
extreme desire for closeness) and/or high attachment avoidance (i.e., discomfort with 
closeness, self-protective preference for independence). 
People carry these working models into adult relationships where they guide behavior 

and preferences, including preferences for touch (Hazan & Shaver, 1987). For example, 
desire for more touch (e.g., “I sometimes wish my partner would touch me more”) was 
highest in people with high attachment anxiety, and touch aversion (e.g., “I sometimes 



Jakubiak et al. 2031 
 

 
find my partner’s touch intolerable”) was highest in people with high attachment 
avoidance (Brennan et al., 1998b). More recently, Carmichael et al. (2020) found that 
higher attachment anxiety predicted greater desire to engage in touch, whereas higher 
attachment avoidance predicted less desire to engage in touch (both relative to actual 
touch behavior). 
In addition to attachment, two other predictors—sex and relationship status—have 

been linked to desire for touch in romantic relationships. Chopik and colleagues (2014) 
reported that women like cuddling more than men, and Hanzal and colleagues (2008) 
found that women report touch to be more pleasant than men, but only in married 
relationships. In dating relationships, men rated touch as more pleasant than women, 
suggesting that the link between sex and desire for touch may depend on relationship 
status. Finally, touch avoidance (the opposite of desire for touch) is higher in less 
established relationships (Guerrero & Andersen, 1991). In sum, past research suggests 
that ideal touch preferences can be explained by individual differences (i.e., attachment 
orientation, sex) and relationship characteristics (i.e., relationship status). The current 
research builds on this past research in several ways. 

 
Advances in the current research 
A primary limitation of past research predicting touch preferences is the treatment of 
touch as a unitary construct. Some forms of touch are overtly affectionate (i.e., clearly 
intended to show love, care, and support; e.g. a kiss or hug), whereas other forms of 
touch are more indirectly affectionate (e.g., a casual touch in the process of doing 
something else; a playful tap; Jones & Yarbrough, 1985; Nguyen et al., 1975). This 
distinction is comparable to the distinction between overtly and indirectly supportive 
behaviors (e.g., Girme et al., 2013). Although people may preferentially desire overtly 
affectionate or indirectly affectionate forms of touch, past research has often viewed all 
touch as equivalent or exclusively assessed overtly affectionate touch. For example, 
Carmichael et al. (2020) assessed only overtly affectionate forms of touch (e.g., cares- 
sing, cuddling), and Brennan et al. (1998b) found that avoidantly attached people 
reported the least desire for (overtly) affectionate and supportive touch. Therefore, it is 
unclear whether preferences for other forms of touch follow the same pattern. The 
directness of a touch behavior is consequential because people may be more or less 
comfortable with direct versus ambiguous displays of affection based on individual 
characteristics and characteristics of the relationship. 
The current research also advances past research by considering a broader set of 

individual and relationship characteristics as potential predictors of desire for touch. 
Several key potential predictors have been overlooked including one’s own relationship 
quality (satisfaction, commitment, conflict), one’s own chronic psychological distress 
(stress and psychological symptoms over the past month), and characteristics of the 
partner (attachment orientation, relationship quality, psychological distress), each of 
which may uniquely contribute to desire to give and receive touch. One’s own rela- 
tionship quality and partner characteristics are especially relevant because touch is an 
interpersonal behavior, meaning desire for touch almost certainly differs based on the 
relationship context. By testing novel predictors along with established predictors of 
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desire for touch simultaneously, we aim to identify the key factors driving desire to give 
and receive touch in romantic relationships. Understanding these factors is an essential 
step in designing and targeting touch interventions. 

 

Hypothesized predictors of desire for touch 
We expected to replicate past research linking attachment orientation and sex with desire 
for touch, and we aimed to establish novel individual and relationship characteristics that 
independently predict desire for touch. Additionally, we made theory-driven hypotheses 
about how attachment orientation and relationship quality may predict desire for overtly 
and indirectly affectionate touch differently, though we also explored whether others 
predictors were differentially associated with desire for these two forms of touch. 

 
Individual characteristics 
Consistent with past research, we expected that sex (moderated by relationship status) 
and attachment orientation would predict desire for touch. Specifically, we expected men 
to desire more touch in dating relationships and women to desire more touch in marital/ 
engaged relationships (H1), and we hypothesized that greater attachment anxiety will be 
associated with greater desire for touch (H2) whereas greater attachment avoidance will 
be associated with lower desire for touch (H3). 
We also made the novel prediction that a person’s attachment orientation will predict 

desire for overtly and indirectly affectionate forms of touch differently. For anxiously 
attached people, overtly affectionate touch may be particularly desired because its direct 
communication of affection may assuage chronic concerns about abandonment and 
provide reassurance that the relationship is safe (e.g., Kim et al., 2018). Therefore, we 
hypothesized that the positive link between attachment anxiety and desire for touch 
would be particularly strong for overtly affectionate forms of touch (i.e., that greater 
attachment anxiety will predict a relatively greater desire for overtly affectionate 
compared to indirectly affectionate touch; H4). 
For attachment avoidance, there are two competing hypotheses. One possibility is that 

avoidantly attached individuals will report a greater desire for overt compared to 
indirectly affectionate touch because avoidantly attached individuals experience better 
outcomes when their partners’ support behaviors are overtly and unambiguously sup- 
portive (Girme et al., 2015). Specifically, Girme and colleagues (2015) argued (with  
regard to social support) that “providing clear and irrefutable evidence of the partner’s 
supportive presence may be the only way in which avoidance recipients can let their 
guard down and receive help from their partners” (p. 451). Therefore, avoidantly 
attached individuals may uniquely desire to receive overtly affectionate touches because 
they unambiguously show care and may counteract concerns that others are not available 
and responsive. However, an alternative possibility is that avoidantly attached individ- 
uals may be especially averse to overtly affectionate touch due to their desire to avoid 
intimacy and dependence (Bartholomew, 1990). They may instead deem indirectly 
affectionate touch more acceptable because playful and casual touches are less intimate 
and therefore less threatening. Because there is rationale for both possibilities, we 
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hypothesized that the association between attachment avoidance and desire for touch 
would differ for overtly and indirectly affectionate touch but we did not predict a specific 
pattern of results (H5). 
Next, we aimed to extend past research to assess whether chronic psychological 

distress independently predicts desire for touch, above and beyond established pre- 
dictors. We hypothesized that psychological distress would predict less desire to give 
and receive touch (H6) because people who are distressed may experience narrowed 
attention and increased self-focus that would interfere with interpersonal behavior 
(Driskell et al., 1999). Considered oppositely, people with greater psychological well- 
being may report the greatest desire for touch in their relationships because people who 
are experiencing positive emotions broaden their attention to focus outward, invest in 
building social relationships, and are motivated to enact behaviors they have previously 
enjoyed (Fredrickson, 2013; Fredrickson & Joiner, 2018). We also tested participants’ 
age as one additional individual predictor of desire for touch, as it is possible that 
relationship preferences change across the lifespan, but we did not make an a priori 
prediction. 

 
 

Relationship characteristics 
In addition to the impact of relationship status (in concert with sex), described above, we 
made two novel predictions regarding relational predictors for desire for touch. First, we 
predicted that people with greater relationship quality will report greater desire for touch 
overall (H7) because people who trust their partners and are happy in their relationships 
are likely to desire close interactions more than people who are experiencing conflict and 
dissatisfaction. Second, we expected that greater relationship quality would be more  
strongly related to desire for overtly affectionate than indirectly affectionate touch 
because people with high relationship quality may be especially motivated to interact in 
overtly affectionate ways (H8). 
Finally, we tested whether several other relationship characteristics predict desire for 

touch in an exploratory manner. Given the scarcity of touch in long-distance relation- 
ships, we tested whether being in a long-distance relationship predicts desire for touch. 
People who maintain long-distance relationships may be able to do so because they have 
less desire for touch than others. We also expected that one’s partner’s characteristics 
would predict desire for touch, above and beyond one’s own characteristics. Specifically, 
people may have greater desire for touch when their partners are lower in attachment 
anxiety, attachment avoidance, and psychological distress because partners with these 
characteristics may be more warm and responsive in their touch behavior. Another 
possibility is that people accommodate their partners’ desire for touch and adjust their 
own preferences accordingly. In that case, people with more anxiously attached partners 
may desire more touch, whereas people with more avoidant partners may desire less 
touch. Relatedly, people may experience greater desire for touch when their partners 
report greater relationship quality, as that may make giving and receiving touch more 
rewarding or because they accommodate their partners’ touch preferences. Given these 
possibilities, we assessed partner effects in an exploratory manner. 
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Research overview 
We tested these hypothesized and exploratory predictors of desire for touch in two 
studies. Study 1 included romantically-involved individuals of any relationship status 
(dating, engaged, married), and Study 2 sampled married couples. In both studies, we 
measured desire for touch by asking participants how much they would ideally like to 
touch and be touched by their romantic partners, distinguishing between overtly affec- 
tionate (i.e., affectionate, supportive) and indirectly affectionate (casual, playful) forms 
of touch. Because touch is typically a dyadic exchange that includes giving and receiving 
touch simultaneously, we anticipated that desire to give and receive each form of touch 
would be highly correlated and therefore focused our predictions on desire for touch 
overall (provision and receipt). 

 

Study 1 
 

Method 
Participants 
Participants were 752 individuals recruited from a university participant pool (N 471) 
and Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk; N 281). We used two sampling strategies to 
increase generalizability. Participants had  to be in a romantic  relationship for at least  
3 months. Nine participants were excluded because they were in a relationship for less 
than 3 months, and an additional 100 participants were excluded because they answered 
the attention check incorrectly. The final sample consisted of 643 participants (56.4% 
female). Participants ranged from 18 to 71 years old (M 24.9, SD 10.4), and most 
participants reported that they were White (74.5%), Asian (13.2%), Black (8.9%), and/or 
Hispanic (7.9%). Participants’ relationships were, on average, 3.8 years long (SD 6.3, 
range 3–616 mo.), and participants were dating (72.8%), engaged (8.6%), and married 
(18.6%). Nearly half of the sample (45.6%) classified their relationship as long-distance. 

 
Procedure and measures 
All participants recruited through MTurk completed the survey remotely, as did the 
majority (81.7%) of participants recruited through the participant pool. The remaining 
participants completed the survey in person. 

 
Desire for touch. Participants read definitions of several forms of touch and rated their 
actual and ideal touch in their romantic relationship for each form. For the purposes of 
this study, we focused on two overtly affectionate forms of touch—affectionate and 
supportive/comforting touch—and two indirectly affectionate forms of touch—casual 
and playful touch (see Table 1).1 Each participant rated actual receipt (how much their 
partner actually touches them in that way), desired receipt (how much they would ideally 
like their partner to touch them in that way), actual provision (how much they actually 
touch their partner in that way), and desired provision (how much they would ideally like 
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Table 1. Definitions of forms of touch. 

Touch Form Definition 

Overtly affectionate 
Affectionate Touch intended to show caring, affection, and positive regard (hug, 

kiss, caress, etc.) 
Supportive/comforting Touch intended to provide support and reassurance during difficult 

times 
Indirectly affectionate 
Casual Touch that has no specific intention but occurs in the process of doing 

something else (resting arm or leg on partner while watching TV, 
touch in the process of reaching for something else, etc.) 

Playful Playful affection or aggression (play-tickling, play-wrestling, etc. not 
intended to hurt) 

 
to touch their partner in that way) on a 7-points scale (1  not at all; 7   a great deal).  
For the purposes of this study, we focused on desired receipt and desired provision only. 
Actual touch likely has unique predictors and is therefore outside of the scope of this 
investigation. Descriptive information and zero-order correlations for specific items are 
provided in online supplemental materials (OSM). 

 
Individual characteristics. Participants completed a 26-item version of the Experiences in 
Close Relationships scale (ECR; Brennan et al., 1998a) on a 7-point scale. Thirteen items 
assessed attachment anxiety (e.g., “I worry a lot about my relationships,” a .93, M 
3.33, SD 1.34) and 13 items assessed attachment avoidance (e.g., “I prefer not to show 
others how I feel deep  down,” a .89, M 3.37, SD 1.13). 
Participants completed two scales to form the psychological distress composite. They 

completed the 10-item Perceived Stress Scale (PSS; Cohen et al., 1983) plus one 
additional item (i.e., “In the past month, how often have you felt overwhelmed by 
demands at home, school, or work?”) on a scale from 1 (never) to 5 (fairly often) (M 
2.72, SD 0.70). Participants also completed 18 items from the Brief Symptom 
Inventory (BSI; Derogatis & Melisaratos, 1983) to measure psychological symptoms 
over the past month (e.g., “feeling tense or keyed up,” “feeling blue”) on a scale from 1 
(never) to 5 (extremely), (M ¼ 1.95, SD ¼ 0.82). The psychological distress composite 
was the mean of all PSS and BSI items (a ¼ .95). 

Relationship characteristics. Participants completed 19 items that assessed relationship 
satisfaction (e.g., “All things considered, how satisfied do you feel with your 
relationship?,” M 6.35, SD 1.37), commitment (e.g., “Do you feel committed to 
maintaining your relationship with your partner?,” M 6.15, SD 1.68), and conflict 
(e.g., “How often do you and your partner get on each other’s nerves?,” M 2.82, SD 
1.50), all on a 9-point scale (Collins & Read, 1990; Van Lange et al., 1997). Participants 
also completed an 8-item measure of trust (Rempel et al., 1985, e.g. “I am confident that 
my partner will always love me”) on a 7-point scale (1 ¼ strongly disagree,7 ¼ strongly 
agree, M ¼ 5.27, SD ¼ 1.20). To calculate composite relationship quality, we reverse- 
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scored negatively-valenced items, standardized all 27 items, and computed a mean (a 
.94).3 Participants also reported their relationship status, relationship length, and whether 
their relationship was long-distance or proximal. 

 

Data analytic strategy 
To predict overall desire for touch as well as unique desire for overtly and indirectly 
affectionate forms of touch, we restructured the data to a long format in which responses 
to the touch items are nested within participants. In the restructured dataset, each par- 
ticipant had 8 rows of data (i.e., a row for desired receipt and a row for desired provision 
for each of the four touch forms). Thus, responses to the individual touch items (Level 1, 
desire for touch) were nested within participant (Level 2). Additionally, because all 
participants responded to the same 8 items, each response could also simultaneously be 
modeled within-item (Level 2). We modeled this crossed structure by including random 
intercepts for person and item (Baayen et al., 2008). 
To assess how individual and relational differences independently predict desire for 

touch, we included all standardized participant-level fixed effects for our hypothesized 
predictors in the same model (sex coded  .5  male, .5   female; relationship  status  
coded .5 married or engaged, .5 dating; long distance relationship coded .5 no, 
.5 yes). Desire for touch was also standardized so that regression coefficients can be 
interpreted like Cohen’s d. To assess how the type of touch predicts desire for touch, we 
included an item-level predictor representing touch form (indirectly affectionate .5, 
overtly affectionate .5).4 Finally, to test whether individual and relationship factors 
predict desire for each touch form differently, we included interactions between the touch 
form indicator and all individual and relationship predictors. Whereas a multiple regres- 
sion approach would require separate models to predict the overtly and indirectly affec- 
tionate touch subscales with no way to directly compare between models, this approach 
allows for direct comparison of the associations between a predictor and desire for each 
form of touch. We conducted all analyses in R; see OSM for syntax. Zero-order corre- 
lations among predictor variables are presented in Table 2. 

 
 

Results and discussion 
Participants reported greater desire for overtly affectionate touch than indirectly affec- 
tionate touch, overall (see Table 3 for all results). 

 

Individual characteristics 
Sex (H1). Women reported greater desire for touch than men, and people who were dating 
reported greater desire for touch than people who were engaged or married. We did, 
however, not observe the hypothesized interaction between sex and relationship status 
(H1). We considered that the failure to replicate Hanzal et al. (2008) may be due to the 
small proportion of married participants in this sample. However, follow-up analyses on 
the subset of married and dating participants separately confirmed that married women 



 

- 

- - - - - 
- 
- 
- 

- - 

 
 
 
Table 2. Zero-order correlations among predictor variables. 

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
Study 1 
1. Sex — 
2. Relationship stage .04 — 
3. Long-distance .02 .40** — 
4. Age .02 .67** .43** — 
5. Attachment anxiety .06 .10* .07 .21** — 
6. Attachment avoidance .01 .04 .04 .05 .49** — 
7. Psychological distress .04 .11** .13** .21** .69** .49** — 8. 
Relationship quality .12** .07 .01 .10** .47** .41** .54** 

Study 2 
1. Actor sex — 
2. Actor age -.10 — 
3. Actor attachment anxiety .02 -.05 — 
4. Actor attachment avoidance -.20** .01 .41** — 
5. Actor psychological distress .10 -.07 .52** .33** — 
6. Actor relationship quality .00 -.09 -.35** -.26** -.33** — 
7. Partner attachment anxiety -.02 -.16* .11 .11 .12 -.12 — 
8. Partner attachment avoidance .20** -.11 .11 .06 .14 -.07 .41** — 
9. Partner psychological distress -.10 -.09 .12 .14 .37** -.23** .52** .33** — 
10. Partner relationship quality -.00 -.05 -.12 -.07 -.23** .44** -.35** -.26** -.33** 

Note. Correlations were estimated in the original (wide) datasets so that sample size was not artificially increased due to repeated measurements within individuals. Sex 
is coded male ¼ 0, female ¼ 1; relationship status is coded married or engaged ¼ 0, dating ¼ 1; long-distance is coded proximal ¼ 0, long-distance ¼ 1. 
*indicates p < .05. **indicates p < .01. 

2037 
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Table 3. Full model results predicting desire for touch in relationships. 
 

 
Study 1 

 
Study 2 

 

Predictor Estimate 95% CI Estimate 95% CI 

Actor variables 
Intercept 
Touch form 

-0.08 
0.42* 

[-.24, .07] 
[.13, .71] 

 
0.02 
0.77*** 

[-.10, .13] 
[.71, .84] 

Sex 0.24*** [.13, .35] 0.14** [.04, .24] 
Dating (relationship status) 0.17* [.02, .31] — — 
Long-distance 0.01 [  .09, .12] — — 
Age 0.03 [  .04, .10] 0.01 [  .07, .10] 
Attachment anxiety 0.09* [.02, .16] 0.03 [  .07, .13] 
Attachment avoidance 0.10***   [  .16,   .05] 0.08 [  .17, .01] 
Psychological distress 0.03 [  .04 .10] 0.05 [  .05, .14] 
Relationship quality 0.25*** [.19, .31] 0.15*** [.06 .24] 
Sex*dating (relationship status) 0.01 [-.21, .11] — — 
Attachment anxiety*attachment avoidance 0.07** [.02, .12] -0.05 [-.13, .02] 
Touch form*sex -0.07 [-.15, .01] 0.05 [-.15, .25] 
Touch form*dating -0.04 [-.16, .08] — — 
Touch form*long-distance 0.04 [-.05, .13] — — 
Touch form*age -0.01 [-.07, .04] -0.02 [-.09, .06] 
Touch form*attachment anxiety 0.03 [-.03, .08] 0.02 [-.08, .13] 
Touch form*attachment avoidance -0.02 [-.07, .03] 0.12** [.03, .22] 
Touch form*psychological distress 0.10***    [-.16, -.04]    -0.13* [-.25, -.02] 

 
 

0.06 [  .15, .02] 
Psychological distress — — 0.02 [  .07, .12] 
Relationship quality — — 0.09*  [.01, .18] 
Attachment anxiety*attachment avoidance — — 0.03 [  .05, .10] 
Touch form*attachment anxiety — — 0.07 [ .17, .03] 
Touch form*attachment avoidance — — 0.12** [.03, .21] 
Touch form*psychological distress — — 0.07        [-.04, .19] 
Touch form*relationship quality — — -0.02 [-.13, .09] 

Note. Coefficients are standardized. Touch form coded -.5 ¼ indirectly affectionate, .5 ¼ overtly affectionate; 
sex coded -.5 ¼ male, .5 ¼ female; dating coded -.5 ¼ no, .5 ¼ yes; long distance relationship coded -.5 ¼ 
no, .5 ¼ yes. 
þ p < .08, *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 

 
(B   .28, p   .032) and dating women (B   .24, p < .001) reported greater desire for  
touch than their male counterparts. 
 

Attachment. Consistent with Hypotheses 2 and 3, greater attachment anxiety was 
associated with greater desire for touch, and greater attachment avoidance was associ- 
ated with less desire for touch overall. We also observed an interaction between 
attachment anxiety and avoidance predicting desire for touch. The positive association 

Touch form*relationship quality 
Partner variables 

0.07** [.02, .12] -0.03 [-.14, .08] 

Attachment anxiety 
Attachment avoidance 

— 
— 

— 
— 

-0.04 [-.15, .06] 
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Figure 1. Attachment anxiety and attachment avoidance predicting desire for touch (Study 1). 
Note. Error bars represent standard errors. 

 
between attachment anxiety and desire for touch was present for people high ( 1 SD) in 
attachment avoidance (B .16, p < .001) but not for people low ( 1 SD) in attachment 
avoidance (B .02, p .626). As shown in Figure 1, the lowest desire for touch was 
reported by people who scored low in attachment anxiety and high in attachment 
avoidance (the dismissing avoidant profile). Although we expected that the links 
between attachment orientations and desire for touch would differ for overtly and 
indirectly affectionate forms of touch (H4, H5), we found no evidence for these 
hypotheses.5 Instead, the overall negative association between attachment avoidance and 
desire for touch replicates past work on enjoyment of cuddling and touch aversion, and 
the overall positive association between attachment anxiety and desire for touch supports 
past theoretical claims that anxiously attached people may desire touch even if they fail 
to enjoy it (Brennan et al., 1998a; Chopik et al., 2014). In this sample, the same patterns 
emerged for both forms of touch, suggesting that past research on overtly affectionate 
touch extends to indirectly affectionate touch as well. 

 
 
Psychological distress. We did not observe the predicted negative association between 
psychological distress and desire to give and receive touch (H6). Instead, we observed an 
interaction between psychological distress and touch form to predict desire for touch. As 
shown in Figure 2, greater psychological distress predicted greater desire for indirectly 
affectionate touch (B  0.08, p   .034), but psychological distress was unrelated to   
desire for overtly affectionate touch (B    .02, p    .631), which remained relatively   
high regardless of distress. People higher in chronic psychological distress may report 
greater desire for indirectly affectionate touch (casual, playful touch) than people with 
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Figure 2. Psychological distress and touch form predicting desire for touch (Study 1). Note. Error 
bars represent standard errors. 

 

greater psychological well-being because those forms of touch offer a welcome dis-  
traction from stressors or worries. 
 

Age. Participants’ age did not predict desire for touch, suggesting that desire for touch 
does not differ across the lifespan. 
 
 
Relationship characteristics 
Relationship quality. We observed a strong positive association between relationship 
quality and desire for touch, supporting Hypotheses 7 and 8. As shown in Figure 3, this 
association was even stronger for overtly affectionate (B 0.28, p < .001) than indirectly 
affectionate touch (B 0.21, p < .001). These results suggest that people in high- 
functioning relationships may especially desire overtly affectionate touch. Of course, 
we cannot rule out that this relationship is bidirectional; it could be the case that people 
who desire greater touch subsequently experience better relationships, perhaps as a result 
of engaging in desired touch. 
 

Long-distance. Desire for touch did not differ for those in proximal and long-distance 
relationships, suggesting that desire to give and receive touch does not differ based on 
proximity to one’s partner. Perhaps some people are able to maintain long-distance 
relationships because they have lower desire for touch, whereas  other people have  
even greater desire for touch because it is unattainable. 
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Figure 3. Participant relationship quality and touch form predicting desire for touch (Study 1). 
Note. Error bars represent standard errors. 

 

Study 2 
In Study 2, we aimed to replicate and extend Study 1 in a dyadic sample of couples who 
had been married for over 10 years. We assessed the same individual and relationship 
characteristics as in Study 1, and we extended Study 1 by testing whether partner 
characteristics independently contributed to one’s desire to give and receive touch. 

 
Method 
Participants 
Participants were recruited as part of a follow-up to an earlier research study 12–13 years prior 
when participants were newlyweds (within the first 2 years of their first marriage, N 229 
couples). In total, 111 couples participated in the follow-up (both partners provided data), and 
33 individuals participated without their partner. For this study, we used data from the 100 
couples (200 participants, 50% female) who reported that they were still married to the same 
partner (participants who were no longer married completed different surveys) and whose 
partner also participated. Participants’ ages ranged from 31 to 52 years old (M 39.7, SD 
4.17), and most participants reported that they were White/Caucasian (90.0%), Black/African 
American (5.0%), Hispanic (3.5%), and/or Asian (2.5%). Participants were married for 13.1 
years, on average, (SD ¼ 0.9), and all but one couple reported that they were living together. 

Procedure and measures 
Only data from the follow-up assessment was included in this study. Participants 
completed surveys in the laboratory (N ¼ 152) or online (N ¼ 48). Although participants 
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completed a comprehensive battery of questionnaires, we report only those relevant to 
the current investigation.6 
 
Desire for touch. Participants completed the same measured described in Study 1 to assess 
desire for overtly and indirectly affectionate forms of touch. Descriptive information and 
zero-order correlations for individual items are provided in OSM. 
 
Individual characteristics. Participants completed the same ECR measure described in 
Study 1 (Brennan et al., 1998a) to assess attachment anxiety (M 2.82, SD 1.08; a 
.90) and attachment avoidance (M  3.04, SD  1.07, a   .90). As in Study 1, parti-   
cipants completed the PSS (Cohen et al., 1983; M 2.44, SD  0.63, a  .92) and a  
modified version of the BSI (Derogatis & Melisaratos, 1983; M 1.62, SD 0.47, a 
.89) to assess psychological distress. In this study, participants also completed the short- 
form health survey’s (SF-36) 5-item subscale of emotional well-being (Ware & Sher- 
bourne, 1992; e.g. “Have you felt so down in the dumps that nothing could cheer you 
up?”), which is scored from 1 (poor emotional well-being) to 100 (excellent emotional 
well-being; M 72.38, SD 16.22; a .83). To form an overall psychological distress 
composite, we standardized the individual items from each scale (reversing the emo- 
tional well-being items), and calculated the mean (a ¼ .95).7 

Relationship characteristics. Participants completed the same measures of relationship 
satisfaction (M 6.54, SD 1.18), commitment (M 6.72, SD 0.99), conflict (M 
2.66, SD 1.42; Collins & Read, 1990; Van Lange et al., 1997) and trust (M 6.00, SD 
1.00; Rempel et al., 1985) described in Study 1. To calculate composite relationship 

quality, we reverse-scored where appropriate, standardized all 27 items, and computed a 
mean (a ¼ .96).8 

Partner effects. Both couple-members completed the same individual and relationship 
measures described above. Partner characteristics (i.e., attachment, psychological well- 
being, relationship quality) were assessed by linking one’s partner’s reports to one’s own 
desire for touch. 
 
Data analytic strategy 
We analyzed these data in a way that accounts for the non-independence of dyadic data. 
First, we restructured the data to a pairwise format (Kenny et al., 2006). Then, we 
restructured further so that responses to the touch items were nested within participants, as 
in Study 1. In the restructured dataset, each participant had 8 rows of data, and each row 
contained the individual’s own as well as their partner’s responses. This dataset is com- 
parable to a person period pairwise dataset (common for longitudinal data). Considering 
touch items as nested within person creates an error structure in which the residuals may be 
correlated across dyad-members and for each touch item. We modeled this two-level 
crossed structure in R by including a random intercept for each couple (making couple 
the unit of analysis). Additionally, the model accounted for non-independence by corre- 
lating couple-members’ error for each touch item (each observation). See OSM for syntax. 
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Consistent with Study 1, we included all predictor variables (standardized or effect- 
coded) in the same model, and we standardized desire for touch so that regression 
coefficients can be interpreted like Cohen’s d.9 Additionally, we included an item-level 
predictor representing touch form (indirectly affectionate .5, overtly affectionate 
.5) to assess whether desire for touch differs by form, and we included interactions 
between all predictors and touch form to assess whether individual and relational factors 
predict overtly and indirectly affectionate forms of touch differently. Zero-order cor- 
relations among predictor variables are presented in Table 2. 

 
Results and discussion 
Consistent with Study 1, participants reported greater desire for overtly affectionate 
touch than indirectly affectionate touch, overall (see Table 3 for all results). 

 
Individual characteristics 
Sex. Consistent with Hypothesis 1 and the results of Study 1, women reported greater 
desire for touch than men in this married sample. This finding confirms past research 
showing that married women rate touch as more pleasant than married men (Hanzal    
et al., 2008), and it extends this gender difference to indirectly affectionate and overtly 
affectionate touch. 

 
Attachment. In this married sample, one’s own attachment anxiety was not associated 
with the desire to give and receive touch (in contrast to H2), but one’s own attachment 
avoidance was associated with marginally lower desire for touch (H3). Unlike Study 1, 
we did not observe an interaction between attachment anxiety and avoidance to predict 
desire for touch. However, we observed an interaction between attachment avoidance 
and touch form, consistent with the prediction that the relationship between attachment 
avoidance and desire for touch would depend on touch form (H5).  As  shown  in 
Figure 4A, participants with greater avoidance reported lower desire for indirectly 
affectionate touch (B 0.14, p .005), but actor avoidance was unrelated to overtly 
affectionate touch (B 0.02, p .711). These results fit with and extend the results of 
Study 1: we again observed that people with greater attachment avoidance report lower 
desire for touch in their romantic relationships, and we see that in married couples the 
desire for less touch is specific to indirectly affectionate touch. Considered in light of 
past research, this finding suggests that people high in attachment avoidance may desire 
“all or nothing” when it comes to touch in established relationships (Girme et al., 2015). 
Whereas overtly affectionate touch demonstrates care unambiguously, giving and 
receiving indirectly affectionate touch may be less desired because it activates avoi- 
dantly attached individuals’ chronic concerns about others’ responsiveness. 
The hypothesized interaction between actor attachment anxiety and touch form was 

not observed (H4). Although greater attachment anxiety predicted greater desire for 
touch in Study 1, attachment anxiety did not predict desire for touch in Study 2, in a 
sample of couples who have remained married for over a decade. Failure to replicate this 
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Figure 4. Attachment avoidance predicting desire for indirectly affectionate and overtly- 
affectionate touch (Study 2). A. Actor attachment avoidance (actor effect). B. Partner attachment 
avoidance (partner effect). Note. Error bars represent standard errors. 
 
 

Figure 5. Psychological distress predicting desire for indirectly affectionate and overtly 
affectionate touch (Study 2). Note. Error bars represent standard errors. 

 

finding may be due to low overall attachment anxiety in Study 2, or it may indicate that 
people in long-term, committed relationships no longer desire touch as a way to assuage 
their anxious concerns. 
 
Psychological distress. Consistent with Study 1, actor psychological distress was unrelated 
to overall desire for touch (inconsistent with H6) but was related to desire for each form 
of touch differently (see Figure 5). As in Study 1, psychological distress was related to 
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greater desire for indirectly affectionate touch (B 0.12, p .042) but was unrelated to 
desire for overtly affectionate  touch (B  0.06, p  .287), which remained  high  
regardless of distress. This unexpected, though consistent, finding suggests that people 
who are experiencing psychological distress may not turn inward, but may instead seek 
additional social contact that perhaps offers a distraction. 

 
Age. Age did not predict desire for touch in this sample, consistent with Study 1. 

 
Relationship characteristics 
Relationship quality. Regarding relationship quality, results were consistent with Study 1 
(and H7 and H8): participants reported greater desire for touch when they rated their 
relationships more favorably. This actor effect was not moderated by touch form, which 
suggests that relationship quality predicts desire for touch similarly for overtly and 
indirectly affectionate touch.10 

 
Partner characteristics. Partner effects followed a similar pattern as individual charac- 
teristics. Although partner attachment anxiety and avoidance were each unrelated to 
participants’ overall desire for touch, we observed an interaction between partner 
attachment avoidance and touch form. As shown in Figure 4B, when partners reported 
greater attachment avoidance, participants themselves reported lower desire for indir- 
ectly affectionate touch (B 0.12, p  .016) but no less desire for overtly affectionate 
touch (B 0.01, p .915).11 Partner psychological distress was unrelated to desire for 
touch, but participants reported greater desire to give and receive touch when their 
partners reported better relationship quality. Like actor relationship quality, partner 
relationship quality predicted desire for overtly and indirectly affectionate touch simi- 
larly. These partner effects mirror actor effects: people have greater desire for touch 
when they and their partners report greater relationship quality, and they have greater 
desire for indirectly affectionate touch when they and their partners report lower 
attachment avoidance. 

 

General discussion 
In two studies, we investigated individual and relational predictors of the desire to give 
and receive touch in romantic relationships, and we assessed whether desire for overtly 
affectionate and indirectly affectionate forms of touch differed. Of note, we assessed 
absolute desire for touch (i.e., how much touch participants would ideally like to give 
and receive) rather than desire for touch relative to actual touch. Therefore, desire for 
touch does not reflect a perceived touch deficit. Comparing across predictors, sex (being 
female) and higher relationship quality were most strongly associated with desire for 
touch. Additionally, despite touch’s many functions in relationships (e.g., play, prox- 
imity maintenance, support-seeking/provision), participants generally reported stronger 
desire for the overtly affectionate forms of touch overall. 
Regarding additional demographic predictors, dating participants reported greater 

desire for touch than married/engaged participants, though neither age nor long-distance 
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relationship status predicted desire for touch. These findings suggest that sex and rela- 
tionship status are the key demographic predictors of desire for touch, consistent with 
past research, though we found independent rather than interactive effects (Hanzal et al., 
2008). Women may experience stronger desire for touch because women perceive touch 
to be more pleasant, as shown in a recent meta-analysis (Russo et al., 2020). 
The current research also replicated and extended the finding that desire for touch 

varies as a function of attachment orientation (e.g., Brennan et al., 1998b; Carmichael 
et al., 2020). Above and beyond all other predictors, participants’ attachment avoidance 
was associated with lower overall desire for touch in Study 1 and predicted less desire for 
indirectly affectionate (casual and playful) touch in Study 2. These findings are con- 
sistent with the theory that avoidantly attached people aim to maintain relational dis- 
tance, but they also highlight that this preference may depend on the form of touch, at 
least in long-term relationships. Overtly affectionate touch may be desired by more and 
less avoidant people because it is an unambiguous communication of the strength of the 
emotional bond and may therefore allow avoidantly attached people to “let their guards 
down” (Girme et al., 2015). Indeed, recent research showed positive associations 
between overtly affectionate touch and well-being regardless of attachment avoidance 
level (Debrot et al., 2020). Accordingly, overtly affectionate touch interventions may be 
more beneficial for avoidantly attached people than casual/playful touch interventions. 
Avoidantly attached individuals have, in fact, been shown to benefit from engaging in 
overt intimacy-building activities (Stanton et al., 2017). 
Regarding attachment anxiety, findings were mixed. Above and beyond all other 

predictors, attachment anxiety was associated with greater desire for touch in Study 1, 
but this hypothesized pattern did not replicate in Study 2’s married sample (where 
attachment anxiety also tended to be lower and less variable). Anxiously attached people 
may desire greater levels of touch than others in contexts where commitment is 
ambiguous (i.e., when dating) but not when commitment is relatively more stable (i.e., in 
marriage). Involvement in a long-term marriage itself may reduce attachment anxiety or 
mitigate the consequences of attachment anxiety, making touch a less essential reas-  
surance strategy in that context. 
We tested psychological distress as another potential predictor of desire for touch and 

found that greater psychological distress was associated with greater desire for indirectly 
affectionate touch in both studies. This finding suggests—contrary to predictions—that 
people who are experiencing psychological distress desire to give and receive casual and 
playful touch rather than turning inward and desiring less touch. Indirectly affectionate 
touch may offer a lighthearted distraction for people who are chronically distressed. 
Finally, a primary contribution of this work is evidence for relationship characteristics 

(one’s own relationship quality and one’s partner’s characteristics) predicting desire for 
touch. One’s own relationship quality was associated with greater desire for touch in 
general (Studies 1 and 2) and greater desire for overtly affectionate touch, in particular 
(Study 1). Additionally, one’s partner’s relationship quality was associated with greater 
desire for touch overall, and partner attachment avoidance predicted less desire for 
indirectly affectionate touch, consistent with the actor attachment avoidance results. 
These findings highlight the importance of considering the relational context and suggest 
that an individual’s touch preferences may shift from one romantic relationship to 
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another (due to different partner characteristics) or over time in the same relationship (as 
their own and partner relationship quality changes). 
One goal of this descriptive research was to identify individual and relational dif- 

ferences in touch preferences as a foundation to help future researchers target and tailor 
touch interventions. Our results suggest that touch interventions may be most acceptable 
(i.e., individuals will participate voluntarily and remain in the intervention) when par- 
ticipants and their partners already have relatively high relationship quality and rela- 
tively low attachment avoidance. Therefore, touch interventions may be more suitable to 
help couples maintain individual well-being and relationship quality than to improve 
poor functioning. These results also suggest that overtly affectionate forms of touch may 
be more effectively adapted for interventions than indirectly affectionate forms of touch, 
even for (and perhaps especially for) people with higher attachment avoidance. 
This research has several strengths as well as limitations that provide opportunities for 

future research. One strength is the use of both a dyadic sample and an individual 
sample; dyadic samples enable testing of partner characteristics, whereas individual 
samples tend to be more diverse, especially regarding relationship quality (Barton et al., 
2020). Another strength is the inclusion of several predictors simultaneously to identify 
the unique predictors of desire for touch. Because predictors are correlated, it is critical 
to assess predictors simultaneously. Though we assessed a diverse set of predictors, 
future investigations could explore additional factors that may contribute to desire for 
touch (e.g., cultural context, self-esteem) as well as situational factors that predict 
fluctuations in touch preferences (e.g., daily stress). Future research could also assess the 
extent to which desire for touch predicts actual touch behavior and whether that link 
itself depends on individual and relationship characteristics. 
One final limitation of note is the correlational design of this research, which limits 

our ability to make causal inferences. Touch preferences may covary with individual and 
relationship characteristics because these characteristics drive desire for touch as well as 
because touch preferences (and actual touch) drive some modifiable individual and 
relationship characteristics. 
In conclusion, we believe that these studies provide useful descriptive information 

about how desire for touch varies based on individual and relational characteristics. We 
encourage other researchers to consider heterogeneity in desire for touch when designing 
interventions and providing recommendations for people to touch in their romantic 
relationships. 
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Notes 
1. Participants separately reported sexual/flirtatious touch (“touch intended to show sexual 
attraction or flirtation, including touch during sex”), so the report of affectionate touch does 
not include sexual touch. 

2. Participants also completed the Flourishing Scale (Diener et al., 2010) as a measure of 
psychological well-being. For results pertaining to this measure or for results for individual 
distress measures, see the OSM. 

3. For results for individual relationship quality measures, see the OSM. 
4. To test whether there are differences between desire to provide and receive touch, we included 
an item-level (Level 2) categorical predictor representing touch direction (provide ¼ 0; 
receive ¼ 1), and we allowed this variable to interact with predictors, touch form, and their 
interactions. Touch direction did not moderate any effects. 

5. We tested the three-way interaction between attachment anxiety, avoidance, and touch form, 
but it was not significant. 

6. Participants completed measures in this order, with several other measures interspersed 
between them: personal demographics, attachment, relationship demographics, relationship 
quality, desire for touch, psychological distress. 

7. Participants also completed the Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener et al., 1985) as a measure 
of psychological well-being. For results pertaining to this measure, individual psychological 
distress measures, or a distress composite that includes the same subscales used in Study 1, see 
the OSM. 

8. For results for individual relationship quality measures, see the OSM. 
9. Results without partner effects are provided in OSM. 
10. Given inconsistencies between some Study 1 and Study 2 results, we tested whether relation- 

ship length moderated the reported associations for attachment and relationship quality in both 
studies. See OSM. 

11. We tested for two-way interactions between actor and partner attachment as well as three-way 
interactions including touch form, none of which were significant. 
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