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Abstract

There is a close, two-way relationship between the dermatological properties of skin, and
cutaneous innervation and sensitivity. Previous research has considered the impact of skin
hydration on tactile perception but has focused primarily on glabrous skin, and discrimina-
tory touch mediated by A-β afferents.
This study aims to expand on this work, using microneurography (an electrophysiological
technique) and psychophysics (subjective ratings), to explore the impact of both acute hy-
dration and dehydration on cutaneous afferents in hairy skin (i.e. the majority of the human
body), with a particular focus on gentle dynamic touch, chosen to optimally activate unmyeli-
nated C- low threshold mechanoreceptors (C-LTMRs), which have previously been linked to
social and affective touch.
The results compare stimulus-evoked responses before and after treatment of the receptive
field, in a range of cutaneous afferents, and relate those responses to subjective ratings show-
ing that soft slow brushing was more pleasant when applied to hydrated, moisturised skin,
than to dehydrated skin. Taken together, these findings suggest that mechanical changes
in skin affecting afferent activity are key parts to the perceptual reward mechanisms that
underpin grooming behaviour.
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