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Exposure to Heat Can Improve 
Mental Well-Being 
How a hot bath can do the job of a warm hug 

 

Chamath Palihapitiya, a former Facebook executive said at a Stanford conference last 
month that he deeply regrets creating tools that are "eroding the core foundations of 
how people behave between each other." 

Virtual social media has one very anti-social flaw. It can’t relay temperature. This 
creates a socially disconnected experience because we humans need to feel another 
person’s presence in multiple ways, including through physical warmth. 

Holding a warm hand can buffer a stress response. 

The warmth of physical contact can lower heart rate and blood pressure during a 
stressful experience and physical affection between partners is associated with lower 
cortisol levels in the setting of work-related stress. 

In a recent study, the brain activity of 110 volunteers (around half of whom were female) 
was monitored as they anticipated small electric shocks to their ankles while holding 
someone’s hand. They were tested in three conditions: they held the hand of the person 
they chose to bring along for the study (a friend or partner), they held the hand of a 
stranger or they did not hold anyone’s hand. 

Holding the hand of the person they brought along resulted in a significant difference in 
the brain’s activity pattern. There was less activity in the dACC, the PCC, the posterior 
parietal cortex (PPC), the right vlPFC and the right dlPFC, regions associated with 
self-regulation, when compared to not holding hands with anyone. 

The brain's activity pattern when holding the hand of a stranger was comparable to not 
holding anyone’s hand at all. It seems we confer our loved ones with great power over 
ourselves, but we don’t give this privilege easily to strangers. 

 

https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2017/dec/11/facebook-former-executive-ripping-society-apart
https://www.psychologytoday.com/basics/stress
https://www.psychologytoday.com/basics/neuroscience
https://www.psychologytoday.com/basics/self-control


If you can’t find a warm hand, hold a cup of coffee 

instead. 

We have a growing problem of loneliness in the United States. Approximately 42.6 
million adults over the age of 45 are estimated to be suffering from chronic loneliness 
and over a quarter of Americans live by themselves. 

Some studies suggest that physical warmth may be an effective substitute if there is no 
warm hand to hold, at least in some cases. Making a person feel physically warm may 
sometimes trick them into feeling emotionally warm. 

 

Source: iStock 

In a study published in 2012, a group of volunteers played an online ball-tossing game 
which left some study participants feeling socially excluded. Those who felt excluded 
had colder fingers and also felt sad/stressed at the end of the experiment. Holding a hot 
cup of tea in their hands prevented this. Physical warmth and emotional warmth may, to 

 

https://www.psychologytoday.com/basics/loneliness


some extent, be interchangeable. An increase in one compensates for a deficit in the 
other. 

Briefly holding a warm cup of coffee increases social connection and can make people 
see others as having a “warmer” personality. Opioid signaling is thought to be involved 
in the mechanistic pathway since the opioid antagonist naltrexone seems to block this 
effect. 

 

 

https://www.psychologytoday.com/basics/personality
https://www.psychologytoday.com/conditions/opioids

