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Summar'Y.-The relationships among self-contact and gesturing seores of 
27 female undergraduate psyehology srudents in 2 neutral and 2 emotional 
stimulus siruations have been examined.To srudy the role of cerebral domi
nance, the. self-eontact and gesturing behaviors proouced by the lett and right 
halves of the body have been separately analyzed. In the emotional siruations 
there was enhancement cf the self-contact seore on the Ieft side of the body, bm 
in one of the two, self-contact scores on the left were assodated with high free
gesturing scores on the right side Df the body. The self-contact seore inereases 
on the right side of the body in the siruation of a first sodaI interaction. The 
role of the self-contact as an anxiety-reducing system is discussed. 

The aim of this research was to examine gestural and self-contact behaviors 
from the point of view of a general homeostatic hypothesis. In fact, the ges
tures have different and simultaneous functions of communicating both cogni
tive and emotional contents, and of regulating the level of the internal arousai. 
For the second point, external (of the environment) or internal (of the or
ganism) stimuli determine psychophysiological modifications with an increase 
in level of arousai. In this context the gestures represent a motor response 
which regulates and reduces the increased arousai to achieve homeostatic balance. 

Many authors single out the rele of the muscular system, which is involved 
in every gestural behavior, is that of a homeostatic regulator (Goldstein, 1972; 
Malmo, 1965). In addition, internal arousal and activation appear in different 
emotional states such as rage, frustration, etc. (Lang, et al., 1972). 

Then we peint out that the literature notes various aspecrs of gesturing, 
some correlated, others not correlated with speech. The former gestures are 
iconic, illustrational and emblematic, and the latter are regulators of socw inter
action and those expressing emotional states (Rosenfeld, 1966; Freedman & 

Hoffman, 1967; Mahl, 1967; Ekman & Friesen, 1969; Argyle, 1965; Ruggieri, 
et al., 1980; Ricci Bitti, et al., 1974). Among those gestures not correlated with 
speech, self-contact gestures have been identified as those by which contact is 
established between one part of the body and another. 

The literature shows that self-contact increases when interpersonal distance 
decreases, when a topic of conversation becomes more intimate (Schulz & Bare
foot, 1974) and whether there is anxiety (Jurich & Jurich, 1974; Waxer, 1977). 
But we hypothesized that the different gestures assume various roles and mean· 
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ing. The free gesturing, especially correiated with speech, represents a motor 
expression activity more related to sodal communication, but self-contact be
havior is characterized as tacrile self-stimulation and identified by some authors 
(Morris, 1978) as a microcaress. In this way the self-contact represents a sys
tem of protective reassurance activated to maintaÌn internal stability which ls 
modified by the experiences of anxiety and frustration. 

Also, other authors (Patterson, 1975) have suggested an arousal model of 
interpersonal intimacy, which singies out different non-v erbaI responses, asso
dated with positive or negative emotions. 

In the study of emotional behavior emerged another important aspect: the 
role of cerebrai dominance. Schwartz, et al. (1979) have demonstrated that 
"negative emotions" produce an increase in the myographic scores of the left 
half of the face, while "positive emotions" increase the myographic scores of the 
right half of the face. This experiment is important for our conceptual frame
work because myographic activity is involved in each form of gesturing behavior. 
We think that hemispheric choice, for a certain behavior, must be included in 
an integrated program that considers simultaneously the activity of both hem
ispheres (Ruggieri, et al., 1981). 

We hypothesize that gestural behavlor (free-gesturing and self-contact) 
changes in different stimulus situations; a situation characterized by a negative 
emotional connotation should produce an increase in self-contact behavior 
(specially on the left of the body), while positively connoted situations should 
produce increase in the free-gesturing (specially on the right half of the body). 

METHOD 

Subjects 
In the experimental group were 27 female undergraduates in psychology 

who were berween 19 and 35 ye. of age. AlI subjects verbally declared them
selves right-handed. 

Materials 
We have considered as gesturing behavior any noticeable movement of 

arm, hand, or finger not in moving contact with another part of the body and as 
self-contact behavior a response that involves motion of6ne part of the body in 
contact with another (Rosenfeld, 1966). We have measured the duration in 
seconds of gesturing and self-contact behavior that appears during each of the 
four stimulus situations. Gestural and self-contact behaviors were recorded on 
videotape. The apparatus WaS located behind one-way minor in a room adja
cent to the experimental one. 

Procedure 
The experiment WaS carried out at the InstÌtute of Psychology, University 

of Rome. The experimental situatÌon was a standardized interview of the sub
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ject by an interviewer, while they were seated facing one another. A small table 
was loeated to the side; the ehairs were plaeed a meter apart. A microphone, 
linked with the videotape in the adjaeent room, was plaeed on the table. The 
experimenter behind the one-way mirror filmed tbe interview using a telecam
era connected to the videotape. The interviewer was instrueted to look fixedly 
at the subject and to avoid using gestures after formulating the questions during 
the response periodo During the interview four questions were asked; tbese 
provided two different contexts: the first two questions referred to "neutral" 
situations, the latter two referred to more personal and emotional situations. 
The interviewer presented the situation to the subject as follows: "This is an 
experiment on eonversation. The mierophone which you see on the table will 
be used to tape what will be said. I will ask you a seri es of questions; however 
should you wish, you may speak as long as you like. Immediately following the 
interview I will explain the aims and the meaning of the questions." The ques
tions were: (1) How do you generally occupy your day? (2) Can you tell me 
generally how you passed your vacation this summer? (3) Surely you have on 
oceasion found yourself in an embarrassing situation. How did you feel and how 
did you react? (4) The male-female relationship is generally a difficult one. 
On ~he basis of your personal experienee, what are the most problematie situa
tions? Each question was posed separately. The time for the response was not 
limited. 

RESULTS 

We ealculated separately the durations (in pereentage with respeet to the 
total duration of the response) of the gestures independently produeed only by 
the right and left hands in the four different stimulus situations (partial ges
turing). We also ealculated the dutations of the gestures carried out simul-

TABLE 1 


MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS OF V ARIABLES IN FOUR SITUATIONS 


Measure Situations 
1 2 3 4 


M SD M SD 'M SD M SD 


Gesturing (f) 
Torai right 
Totalleft 

14.24 
21.04 

17.Q9 
25.73 

15.32 
20.53 

16.12 
24.37 

15.85 
14.50 

15.98 
18.33 

23.51 
18.41 

22.76 
21.11 

Partial righ t 5.10 7.93 6.70 11.07 8.38 13.19 13.Q9 19.01 
Partial left 11.90 21.15 11.91 21.86 7.01 15.23 8.00 13.64 
Simultaneous 9.14 13.52 8.61 11.86 7.48 11.15 10.41 15.77 

Self-conracr (f) 
Total right 83.06 18.66 80.31 16.72 80.99 21.71 70.52 26.75 
Totalleft 70.33 32.26 73.70 27.27 85.11 18.76 80.38 23.15 
Partial right 41.14 42.87 38.15 37.72 37.97 37.14 33.57 37.11 
Partial left 28.41 36.80 31.54 33.14 42.09 36.23 43.42 37.52 
Simulraneous 41.92 38.75 42.16 36.84 43.02 37.15 36.95 35.66 
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taneousIy by two hands (simultaneous gesturing). The Brst score (measure of 
the partiaI duration of the gesturing by ooly one side) summed with the dura
tion of the simultaneous gesturing provides a "totaI" score, respectiveIy, for the 
right and the left sides. The same procedure was used for the seH-contact (ex
amined as patrial right, partialleft, simultaneous, totai right, and total Ieft). 

The duration (in percentage) of self-contact of each hand is longer than 
gesturing behavior in all the situations examined. 

The mean values for right and Ieft seH-contact and gesturing behavior in 
each of the four situadons are indicated in Table 1 and in Figs. 1 and 2. 
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FIG. 1. Mean values of total right '" FIG. 2. . Mean values of partial ( '" 
and ldt l:::. gesturing and right • and right and l:::. left) and simuItaneous 
left o self-contact in the four situations gesturing (J.) and patrial ( • right 

and O left) and (.) simultaneous self
contact 

Left Self-contact 
The total left seH-contact $Core shows statistically significant differences in 

the four situations (Fg•25 = 3.09, P < 0.05), the largest value appears in the 
thitd situation, emotlonal one, which differentiates significantly from the two 
neutral situations (fitst and second). 

On the contrary, the partial seH-contact score is highest in the fourth situa
don (also emotional) and is differentiated significantly from the two neutral 
situations (Student's t for dependent means, p < 0.05, Table 2). 

The discrepancy berween totaI and parrial seH-contact $Cores in the two 
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emotional simations depends on the difference of the simultaneous seH-contact 
score. In the third simation it is higher than for the fourth quesdon (the dit
ference is statistically significant; Smdem's t for dependent means, p < 0.05, 
Table 2). 

TABLE 2 
STATISTICALLY SIGNIFlCANT DIFFERENCES IN MEAN TOTAL DURATIONS FOR 


CoNTRALATERAL AND HOMOLATERAL SCORBS IN FOUR SITUATIONS 


Measure Siruations t"", 

Tota! right gesruring 2-4 -2.18 
Tota! right se1f·contact 1-4 

3-4 
2.07 
2.72 

Tota!left se1f·contact 1-3 -2.50 
2-3 -2.18 

Partialleft self-contact 1-4 -2.57 
2-4 -2.11 

Sìmultaneous self·contact 3-4 2.31 
Tota! right/left self-contact 1 2.08 
Partial rightlleft self-contact 1 2.08 

Note.-Siruations: 1, neutral (first contact with interviewer); 2, neutral; 3. emotional 
(recal! of embarrassing experience); 4, emotional (male-female relation). 

Right Sell-contact 

The tolal right self·contact score is smallest for the fourth emotional sima
don (Table l). The differences between the first and the third questions are 
statistically significant (Smdent's t for dependent means, p < 0.05, Table 2). 

The pa1'tial right self-contact scores were not statistically significantly dif· 
ferent among the four situations. 

The mean difference between right and left self-contact within each sima
don are statistically significant ooly for the first sÌtuation (Smdent's t for de
pendent means, p < 0.05, Table 2), in which there is more right self-contact 
than left. 

Gestu1'ing Behavio1' 

The analysis of the variance did not show significant differences among 
the four simations but it is of interest that the total right-gesmring score is high· 
est in the fourth simadon and is significantly different from the right gesturing 
score of the second simation (Smdent's t for dependent means, p < 0.05, 
Table2). 

DISCUSSION 

Our results indicate that the different stÌmulus simadons affect in a statis· 
tically significant way the duration and the location of the activity of the two 
hands (right and left). The increase in motor activity such as gesturing or self· 
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contact behavior during the emotional situations supports our homeostatic. hy
pothesis. Particularly in both emotional situations did significant increases in 
the left self-contact appear. But the two emotional situations present some dif
ferences; in the third situation also the simultaneous self-contact produced by 
the two hands increases while in the fourrh situation left self-contact is asso
dated with increased right free gesturing. We think that the different responses 
to the two emotional situations depend on the kind of stimulus situation. In 
the third situation the subject was asked to recali an embarrassing experience 
and tO pay attention to what he had felt and to how he had reacted. The ques
don had negative and frustrating connotations of the evoked emotion. In the 
fourth situation, on the contrary, the subject was asked to express his own opin
ion about the male-female relationship according to his personal experience in 
a general way without recaliing direcrly any emotional reactÌon which might 
have occurred. This distinction is important because, as Lang, et al. (1980) 
spedfied, there are signifieant differences in autonomie and somatic response 
patterns if the imaginative styIe refers to mental representation oo1y or there is 
a request for an experiential involvement with the mental representation. Then 
the experientiai involvement in the fourth situation, even if Iess intense, may 
have both positive and negative connotat1ons. We can also say rhar in the third 
situation the subjecr pays more attention to himself, to his internal state, re-acti
vated by the recali and that in the fourth situation the subject is more interested 
in "communicadng" his opinion about male-female relationship, even if in this 
"communica!Ìon" emotional components (positive and negative) are presento 
In the introduction we pointed out that arousal and activation appear in dif
ferent emotional states as frusrration, rage, pleasure, etc. Now we hypothesize 
that self-contact and gesturing behavior play a different mIe because they reduce 
arousals related to different forms of behavior. Self-contact may reduce the 
increased leve1 of arousal related to the experieQce of frustration and anxiety. 
In this case the subjecr pays more attention to himself and to his internaI state; 
the seH-contact may represent a compensatory mechanism (a form of micm
caress) . Then the finding that self-contact increases on the left during emo
donaI situatÌons may be linked to the face that the left half oE the body, according 
to the literature on cerebral domlnance (Schwartz, et ~l., 1979), is most acti
vated in a situation which has a negative connotation. 

On the contrary gesturing behavior may reduce the arousal which appears 
when the subject pays more attention to the environmental stimuli, as lt hap
pens in the communieation of thoughts and emotions, than to internal state. 
With this hypothesls we can explain why in the fourth situation high level of 
gesturing and self-contact appears because it is possible that the arousal is related 
to more than one condidon. The gesturing behavior appears in the right part 
of the body, which 1S more involved in the act1ve manipulation of the environ
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ment and in sodal interaction; for example, in our culture shaking hands is car
ried out with the right hand. 

Another result of our research is that in the first situation, which represents 
the first contact with the interviewer, the right seH-contact is, in a statistically 
significant way, more elevated than the Ieft. In this case we can hypothesize 
that self-contact is not provoked by specific internal emotionai and imaginative 
contents, becau5e the stimulus was "neutral," but by the aspecific interpersonai 
situation of first interview. We would calI this "social" or "relational" aoxiety. 
The self-contact which appears on the right side of the body may acquire the 
sign of "barrier" which has a meaning opposite that of the gesture of shaking 
hands (interpersonal contact). 

In conclusion, we hypothesize that Ieft hemisphere which controls the right 
part oI the body is more activated, produdng free gesturing or self-contact in 
situations in which interpersonal and sodai aspectS are predominant. The right 
hemisphere which controls the left part of the body 15 more activated, producing 
self-contact in situations in which internal emotionai contents are predominant. 
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