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Abstract: Aim- This study aims to examine the relationship between childhood emotional neglect and tactile perception 

development, and its impact on the psychosocial development of children. Background- Touch is the first sense to develop 

in a fetus, due to which tactile perception holds primary importance in development. Tactile receptors are fired upon 

experiencing different kinds of touch, such as affective (affectionate) touch, functional touch, firm touch, rough handling, 

etc., which facilitates tactile perception development. Lack of exposure to affective touch has adverse effects on holistic 

development, resulting in potential impairments in sensory perception. Methodology- This paper follows a conceptual review 

methodology. Studies were scouted from different research databases such as Google Scholar, ResearchGate, PubMed, etc., 

using keywords such as ‘parent-child relationship’, ‘sensory modulation’, ‘emotional availability’, ‘affective touch’, etc. The 

findings were synthesized to develop a conceptual framework, representing the relationship between childhood emotional 

neglect and altered sensory processing. Results and Discussion- Touch deprivation was identified to be the leading cause of 

mental health issues such as depression and anxiety in adolescents, as well as problems associated with sensory processing, 

perception of affective touch, and attachment. Conclusion- Despite the presence of methodological constraints, the 

implications of the proposed framework may be profound in terms of designing interventions, in the context of tactile sensory 

perception and impairment. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

 

Due to the skin being the largest organ in the human 

body, the sense of touch occupies a greater extent, compared 

to the other senses such as sight, sound, smell, and taste [1]. 

Primary, secondary, and tertiary neurons transfer information 

from these senses to the somatosensory system [2]. This 

information can be referred to as sensations, while the 

processing of these sensations can be termed as perception [3]. 

Mechanoreceptors (the skin cells) detect sensations and get 

activated, as an individual actively touches an object. This 

information is sent to the spinal cord and the brain stem 

through afferents (nerves and neural pathways), after which it 

is transferred to the parietal cortex (records sensory and motor 

information) with the help of the thalamus [4, 5]. 

 

With touch being the first sense to develop in a fetus, it 

can be said that it is the most fundamental source of holistic 

development [6]. Its surroundings in the womb, with the 

placenta, umbilical cord, amniotic fluid, and uterine surface, 

as well as the mother’s touch on the abdomen [7], facilitate 

somatosensory stimulation [8]. During birth, the fetus 

experiences cutaneous touch by constantly being hugged by 

the contractions of the uterus. This helps stimulate the sensory 

system, which stimulates the organs of the fetus, helping in 

survival after birth [9]. After birth, the infant naturally expects 
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to experience what it experienced in the womb. Hence, the 

caressing nature of the uterus is imitated as the baby is cuddled 

and held by their parents [10], helping in reducing feelings of 

pain and discomfort [11, 12].  

 

Harlow [13] experimented on infant monkeys segregated 

into two groups based on their feeding habits, namely, bottle 

feeding and maternal nursing. He determined that the mortality 

rates of the latter group were lower compared to the former 

group. He had also observed odd social behaviors in the 

monkeys belonging to the former group [14]. Before Harlow, 

Spitz [15] had compared children of two groups, one whose 

mothers were in prison but who still had access to their 

children, and the other belonging to orphanages after being 

abandoned by their families. The children belonging to both 

groups received adequate medical care and nutrition, but he 

observed adverse behaviors and delayed developmental 

milestones in the latter group. Hence, it can be assumed that 

parental distance, physical and emotional, leads to adverse 

effects on the holistic development of individuals. 

 

II. REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 

One of the most vital aspects of a child's optimal 

development is the bond they possess with their parents. The 

intimacy one has with their family, and the intimacy present 

within one’s family, can impact the emotional connection 

developed with other family members or peers, as children 

grow up [16, 17]. The child remains dependent on their parent 

for survival, and the parent is responsible for nurturing and 

fostering the child's growth, through consistent positive 

interactions between the parent and the child. This lays the 

foundation for future interactions and other behaviors, as the 

child grows [18, 19], as well as in cognitive and emotional 

development [20].  

 

With the presence of parenting styles, each parent has the 

freedom and choice to raise their children in their own way, 

influencing their behavior and morals [21]. The use of touch, 

while parenting, also bears weight in children’s perception of 

trust, compassion, and discipline, as they grow older [22]. 

Children learn to develop mental representations of their body, 

through mechanoreceptors, creating a sense of self-ownership 

through personal space, or the space that surrounds their body 

[23]. Upon observing and understanding how people express 

emotions and feelings, children gain emotional awareness, 

which is developmentally fundamental as they grow into 

adolescence and adulthood [24]. With touch being a primary 

medium of communication between a parent and a child [25], 

consistent tactile stimulation helps in the maturation of the 

sense of touch, as well as perception of trust, compassion and 

discipline, as children grow older [22]. Early interpersonal 

touch, a form of love and affection in the familial context, 

provides psychological and physical intimacy between parents 

and their children [26]. When the parent is physically or 

emotionally unavailable, it leads to emotional dysregulation 

within the child [27]. In this case, the child receives a lack of 

sensory stimulation, since they do not receive much attention 

from either parent. 

 

 

III. METHODOLOGY 

 

This study adopts a conceptual review methodology, 

building a theoretical model to understand the link between 

emotional unavailability, sensory processing, and attachment. 

Relevant papers were scouted through online databases such as 

ResearchGate, Google Scholar, Frontiers, PubMed, and 

American Psychological Association, using keywords like 

‘childhood experiences’, ‘tactile perception’, ‘emotional 

neglect’, ‘parent-child relationship’, ‘parenting styles’, and 

‘attachment’. English language articles published in peer-

reviewed or open-access journals, that specifically elucidate on 

the relationship between parental emotional distance and tactile 

perception development have been considered, while content 

from blogs and irrelevant papers have not been selected. 

 

IV. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

 

Infants’ exposure to touch after birth renders them 

sensitive towards affective touch, giving them the ability to 

discriminate between the neural and physiological aspects of 

affective touch [28]. Parents develop emotional closeness with 

their children, when they experience positive feelings and a 

sense of responsibility towards their children, while emotional 

distance exists on the other spectrum, where parents 

experience disconnection and alienation from their children, 

even if they are physically close [29]. The environment, 

physical and emotional, surrounding children influences the 

processes of neurodevelopment [30]. Children undergo 

biological changes in their brains as they grow, shaping their 

cognition, behavior and emotions as they interact with the 

economic, cultural, and psychosocial forces present in society 

[31].  

 

As infants are born, the brain undergoes the most 

important stage of development, until the child is three years 

old [32]. It is crucial for children, during this phase, to receive 

nurturance and experience positive relationships, since 

experiences help the brain adapt to changes throughout the 

lifespan [33]. When caregivers respond promptly to their 

children's needs, children understand their emotional states 

and learn to regulate themselves, in case of adverse life 

circumstances. The concept of parental emotional availability 

is central to the emotional development of children, as well as, 

self-regulation, which allows them to appropriately modulate 

emotional responses [34]. Since touch is a means of 

communication, the C-Tactile nerves act as channels through 

which messages are passed, like most communication models 

[35]. They are also responsible for recognizing affective touch, 

making the skin ‘a social organ’ [36]. 

 

Factors such as the age of the mother, the ability to 

understand the cues of the child, interparental conflicts, etc. 

affect the prevalence of emotional availability in the parent-

child relationship. Easterbrooks, Chaudhuri, & Gestsdottir 

[37] found an increased occurrence of depression in adolescent 

mothers, who experience severe stress and other risk factors, 

affecting their sensitivity towards their child. This is also 

linked to problems in child development, due to suboptimal 

conditions at home, lack of social support, etc. Adolescent 

mothers also engage in less maternal behaviors, due to clashes 



Volume 11, Issue 7, July – 2026                                               International Journal of Innovative Science and Research Technology 

ISSN No:-2456-2165                                                                                                                          https://doi.org/10.38124/ijisrt/26jul302 

 

 

IJISRT26JUL302                                                                 www.ijisrt.com                                                                                             307       

with typical adolescent behaviors such as freedom, 

spontaneity, etc. There is a difference in the strength and 

quality of the relationship, when the mother perceives subtle 

cues of distress, compared to perceiving obvious cues. 

Interparental conflicts lead to an increase in feelings of 

frustration and distress, which interrupts their tendency and 

ability to be emotionally available and supportive, which 

affects the child’s mental health, impacting attachment and 

adjustment to life’s circumstances [38].   

 

As individuals interact with elements present in the 

environment, sensory organs such as eyes, skin, nose, etc. 

respond to these through changes in their energy [39]. The 

relationships children have with their family members and 

friends influence their reaction towards novel situations and 

experiences, either showing their responses through caution or 

fear. Children born into stable and loving environments 

approach situations calmly, while children born into chaotic 

and unstable environments withdraw from that space and show 

poor holistic development [40]. The intensity, timing, and 

types of behaviors displayed by the parent during this phase 

leads to the learning of affect attunement, where the child 

learns to reciprocate affective behaviors such as smiles, hugs, 

etc. [41]. When they develop further, they learn to understand 

the link between the context of social situations to facial 

expressions, a concept known as intersubjectivity. 

Intersubjective experiences consider the infants’ competencies 

in the psychosocial and cognitive domains, as well as the 

responsiveness of the caregiver to their needs [42].   

 

 

 
Fig 1 Sensory-Affective Association Model 

(Own work) 

 

The way people process sensory information denotes the 

psychological aspect of how people process environmental 

stimuli. There is a connection between individuals and the 

environment through sensation, through which individual 

differences and sensitivity towards the processing of sensory 

information can be understood [43]. Upon experiencing 

affective touch such as caresses, cuddles, etc., children 

experience pleasure, strengthening the symbolic value of the 

sensory experience [44]. Children experience altered sensory 

processing in domains such as tactile defensiveness, 

difficulties in sensory modulation, and display abnormal 

reactions to stimuli, upon exposure to child abuse. Negative 

reactions to environmental stimuli facilitate the occurrence of 

nonrecognition of social cues, attachment issues, etc., due to 

difficulties in processing emotions. Children whose parents 

invalidate their experiences develop habits related to 

emotional inhibition, such as suppression of, and expression 

of emotions, which prompts them to avoid emotions in 

general. This facilitates the development of mental health 

issues and disorders such as negative affect, anxiety, 

obsessive-compulsive tendencies, etc., coping styles such as 

avoidant coping, dissociation [45], and attachment styles such 

as insecure-avoidant attachment [46]. Most occurrences of 

mental disorders can be rooted in dysfunctional social and 

home environments, consisting of child abuse, domestic 

violence, emotional distance, etc. [47]. 

The schemas of individuals are influenced by the 

information present in the environment, which could be 

selectively attended to, leading to development of stereotypes 

and biases. Hence, individuals are more likely to pay attention 

to information that agrees with their schemas [48]. By 

understanding the concept of cognitive schemas, sociologists 

have sought information about how culture influences behavior 

[49], in the context of parenting. A child’s interaction with their 

parents prompts them to construct beliefs about the world, as 

they continue to interact with their relatives, friends, and people 

outside of their family and friend circle [50]. Exposure to abuse 

and neglect during childhood leads to the development of early 

maladaptive schemas (EMS), which affects the holistic 

development of children. Proposed by Young [51], EMS are a 

set of beliefs and values formed as a result of childhood abuse 

and neglect [52], or a set of rigid cognitive structures formed 

due to detrimental interactions with important individuals [53]. 

A combination of CEN, attachment and altered sensory 

processing is seen in patients with personality disorders, such 

as, Borderline Personality Disorder (BPD), a mental disorder 

with characteristics such as impulsivity, a negative self image, 

inadequate affect regulation etc. [54]. Negative biases are 

formed as they show negative reactions to various 

environmental and social stimuli, affecting affective processing 

[55]. This leads to nonrecognition of social cues, and 

attachment issues, due to difficulties in processing emotions. 
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V. CONCLUSION 

 

This study aimed to analyse the long-term effects of 

emotional neglect on the tactile and psychosocial development 

of children. Using multiple sensory modalities, the brain 

processes the world, from which people derive meaning from 

the environment. Emotions are conveyed through touch, 

making it the most fundamental sense developed in babies. 

Interactions with social agents like family members, friends, 

etc. form the basis of relationships, influencing behavior and 

perceptions of intimacy [56]. The sensory-discriminative 

dimension and the affective-motivational dimension are 

activated upon the firing of tactile receptors, as individuals 

touch objects or experience pleasant touch [57]. The 

combination of positive emotionality and an abundance of 

affective touch leads to strong affective bonds, while negative 

emotionality and high frequency of negative physical contact 

results in negative relationships. The overuse of harsh 

parenting styles leads to reduced experiences of affective 

touch, altering sensory development and emotional regulation. 

The SSA Model tests the relationship between parental 

emotional unavailability and tactile perception development. 

The possible results were listed as altered tactile processing, 

altered perception of affective touch, and impaired attachment, 

which are affected by factors such as cognitive schemas, 

personality traits, and parenting styles. Limited studies exist 

that explain the relationship between parental emotional 

neglect and tactile perception development, which led to the 

use of the conceptual review methodology, reflecting potential 

biases in the interpretation of this relationship and its factors. 

This study did not address additional factors such as the roles 

of secondary caregivers or the strength of emotional resilience 

of children in adverse situations, when understanding this 

relationship. Difficulties were experienced in searching for 

information about the altered perception of affective touch. 

Longitudinal studies and experiments can be conducted on a 

diverse population, to gather empirical evidence to determine 

the cause-and-effect relationship between parental emotional 

neglect and tactile perception development. Scientists can 

develop and improve intervention techniques to address 

deficiencies related to sensory development. Questionnaires 

and mental health surveys may be developed to determine a 

person's capability for parenting and caretaking, assessing 

their perception of the fundamental developmental 

requirements of children. 
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