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ABSTRACT
Hearing is often believed to be more sensitive than touch. This assertion is based on a comparison of
sensitivities to weak stimuli. The respective stimuli, however, are not easily comparable since hearing
is gauged using acoustic pressure and touch using skin displacement. We show that under reasonable
assumptions the auditory and tactile detection thresholds can be reconciled on a level playing field. The
results indicate that the capacity of touch and hearing to detect weak stimuli varies according to the size
of a sensed object as well as to the frequency of its oscillations. In particular, touch is found to be more
effective than hearing at detecting small and slow objects.
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Introduction
Despite obvious differences in their respective perceptual
acumen, hearing and touch share the common purpose
of detecting the rapid movements of external objects. To
do so, touch detects the vibrations of the skin caused
by contact with external objects and hearing detects the
airborne waves radiated by distant objects.
The surfaces that we tactually interrogate often emit
sounds and remote oscillating objects can also come in
direct contact with the skin. This is the case, for instance,
when a flying insect lands on your arm or when you
grab a buzzing alarm clock. Tactile and auditory stimuli
are thus frequently correlated because hearing and touch
access common mechanical sources.
The coupling between hearing and touch is also mediated by the body itself since certain acoustic waves
can be felt and certain bodily vibrations can be heard1–4 .
Research has shown that hearing and touch frequently participate jointly in the elaboration of percepts, resulting in
numerous neural correlates of co-activation of somatosensory and auditory areas5–17 . There are also myriads of
perceptual interactions between hearing and touch18–36 .
Tactile sensitivity ranges from continuous skin loading to vibrations of 1 kHz, while audition responds to
acoustic pressure from 20 Hz to 20 kHz, thus, hearing
and touch overlap in the lower frequency range. This
apparent redundancy carries the advantages associated
with the robustness afforded by multiple senses accessing
a same physical quantity37 , but are there other benefits?
Comparisons made using discrimination or identification tasks are fraught with difficulties because hearing
and touch excel in different perceptual domains. For example, hearing can track a single voice buried in a busy

auditory landscape38, 39 and touch can instantly identify
the materials of objects40 even in the absence of thermal
and textural cues41 .
The detection of weak stimuli, however, is a task where
a fair comparison is possible. To this end, we used the
physics of sound production to convert the tactile detection thresholds into sound pressure levels radiated
by oscillating surfaces at a distance typical of an arm’s
length. Conversely, we expressed the auditory detection
thresholds in terms of the vibration amplitudes of radiating surfaces. This method, which to our knowledge
is novel, allowed us to quantify which modality is more
effective at detecting an object according to its frequency
of oscillation and to its size. Unexpectedly, we found that
the objects around us that we can feel cannot be heard if
they are small and if they move slowly.

Results
The auditory threshold is defined to be the level at which a
person can detect a sound half of the time during repeated
trials42 . For pure tones produced by a sound source located in front of a listener and assuming plane wave propagation in free space, this threshold can be expressed by
the sound pressure level (SPL) obtained from the acoustic pressure root-mean-square (RMS) value, Prms , using
SPL = 20 log10 (Prms /Pref ) where Pref = 2.0√
× 10−5 Pa is
the reference pressure and where Prms = P/ 2 if P is the
wave amplitude.
Acoustic waves propagate in the auditory canal and
set the eardrum into vibration. Vibrations are transmitted
through the ossicles and the round window to produce
auditory sensations. The knowledge of the impedance
transfer function of this system would be required to
resolve pressure thresholds in terms of displacements.

displacement (dB) ref: 1µm

To circumvent this problem, eighty years ago, Wilska
developed a method to vibrate the eardrum through a
rigid rod43 . This way, he could directly determine the
auditory threshold in terms of vibration amplitude. Later,
Geischeider used this result to compare auditory detection thresholds with tactile detection thresholds obtained
by vibrating pistons impinging on the skin44 . The comparative diagram is reproduced in Fig. 1 showing that the
eardrum is more sensitive than the skin for frequencies
higher than 20–50 Hz. At its optimum, around 300 Hz,
the tactile displacement threshold of the thenar eminence
of the hand is indeed about 0.1 µm, while hearing at
the same frequency can detect displacements as small as
0.1 nm, limited only by quantum physics45 .
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Figure 1. Tactile detection threshold of the hand thenar
emminence44 (thick line). Auditory threshold by direct
excitation of the eardrum (thin line)43 . ISO226 auditory
threshold42 expressed as displacement under the
assumption of plane wave propagation (2) (dashed line).

diameter (≈ 8 mm) is two orders of magnitude smaller
than the wavelength (λ ≈ 0.3 m at one kHz). The concha
and the pinna, acting only at frequencies greater than
2 kHz46 , have no acoustic role to play in our results. The
eardrum, having an impedance similar to that of air at low
frequencies47 , moves like the fluid particles impinging
on it. Using (2) to express the auditory threshold we
found values expressed in terms of displacement that
indeed give values that are remarkably close to those
found empirically by Wilska, see Fig. 1.
Using these values to compare hearing and touch, however, is akin to considering a direct coupling of an oscillating surface with the eardrum. It does not account
for the conditions in which the sensory organs normally
operate. To make quantitative comparisons more relevant
one should consider the radiation patterns produced by
remote oscillating surfaces.
In their experiments, Bolanowski and predecessors
used pistons vibrating the skin through an aperture44, 48 .
An oscillating piston surrounded by a fixed plane corresponds to the baffled piston model used in sound radiation
problems. With this model, we can determine the sound
pressure level radiated by a piston oscillating at the tactile detection threshold or the vibration amplitude of the
piston required to produce an audible sound.
The acoustic pressure produced on the axis of a baffled
piston of radius, a, is [49, p.180],


√
2
2
p(r,t) = ρc jωUp (ω) 1 − e− jk( r +a −r) e j(ωt−kr)
= P(r, ω)e j(ωt−kr) ,

In air, the law of conservation of momentum links
mechanical displacement to acoustic pressure. To a first
order, if ρ is the mass density of air, u the fluid particle
displacement vector, and p the acoustic pressure,
∂ 2u
= −∇p.
(1)
∂t 2
In the case of a plane wave normal to the x direction,
the pressure, p(x,t), has the form P(ω)e j(ωt−kx) , where
ω = ck is the pulsation, if c is the wave velocity, and k
the wavenumber. Substituting this pressure field in the
wave equation (1) gives a particle displacement equal to
Ux (ω)e j(ωt−kx) propagating along the x direction. The
ratio of acoustic pressure to particle displacement is then,
ρ

P
(ω) = ρc jω = jZω,
Ux

(2)

where Z ≈ 413 Pa·s·m−1 is the impedance of air at 20 ◦ C.
The plane wave model can be employed to describe the
propagation of acoustic waves in the ear canal because its

where Up (ω) is the displacement amplitude of the piston
and P(r, ω) is the pressure at a distance, r, and at pulsation, ω. In the near field, delimited by r < a2 /λ with
a > λ , the ratio of pressure to displacement oscillates between zero and 2Zω. In the range from 20 Hz to 1 kHz,
the wavelength is comprised between 16 m and 0.33 m.
The near field region, where (2) holds approximately, can
therefore be neglected since pistons would have to be
larger than the contact areas with fingers and hands. In
the far field, r/a  1 and r/a > ka/2, the expression for
pressure amplitude simplifies to
1 ρa2 2
ω Up .
(3)
2 r
Thus, in the far field the ratio of pressure to displacement
decreases with 1/r and we can compute the vibration
amplitude needed to reach a given acoustic pressure amplitude, P, at a certain distance and frequency,
P(r, ω) '

Up (r, ω) =

2r
P.
ρa2 ω 2

(4)
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Figure 2. (a) Tactile threshold44 (solid line) and piston
oscillation amplitude required to reach the auditory
threshold (dashed line). (b) Auditory threshold42
(dashed line) and sound pressure level radiated at the
same distance by the same piston oscillating at tactile
detection threshold (solid line) (a = 9.6 mm, r = 50 cm,
ρ = 1.20 kg·m−3 , c = 340 m·s−1 ).
Using the same data and model, Fig. 2b shows the
sound pressure level produced by the same piston oscillating at the tactile detection threshold and compares it
with the auditory detection threshold. Over most of the
tactile sensitivity range, the vibration of a piston can be
felt but produces no audible sound.
The threshold curves now paint a very different picture
from that of Fig. 1. The tactile detection threshold is
below the auditory threshold for all frequencies below
300 Hz. Touch is indeed more sensitive than hearing in a
large range of frequencies.
Acoustic pressure is affected by the size of the piston and by its distance to the listener according to expression (3). Since acoustic pressure changes with 1/r,
the tactile threshold represented in Fig. 2b should be
increased by 6 dB when the distance to the vibrator is
halved. Verrillo48 measured how the tactile detection
threshold varied with the piston area and noticed that the
tactile detection threshold decreased by 3 dB√per doubling piston area, that is, proportionally to 1/ S. Equation (4) shows that the displacement needed to reach a
given acoustic pressure changes as 1/S. These scaling

laws proclaim that, as an oscillating surface decreases in
size, the tactile sensibility decreases at a slower rate than
the radiated sound pressure level providing even more
advantage to touch when the objects to be detected are
small.
This trend can be seen more clearly in Fig. 3 where the
sound pressure level calculated from the tactile detection
threshold values using various piston radii are reported
together with the auditory detection threshold. Small
objects, indeed, produce inaudible sounds over the entire
tactile sensitivity range. Only larger objects produce
audible sounds as well as tangible vibrations.
sound pressure level (dB SPL)

Figure 2a shows the vibration amplitude required to
produce a sound audible from a distance of 50 cm—
typical of the distance of the hand to the ear—by listening
to the piston of radius 9.6 mm used by Bolanowski. The
tactile detection threshold found using this same source
is also shown.
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Figure 3. Auditory threshold and sound pressure level
radiated at a distance of 50 cm by various pistons
oscillating at the tactile detection threshold48 .
To quantify these findings more precisely, Table 1 collects the differences in sound pressure level and the auditory threshold for an oscillating piston at a distance of
50 cm. Positive values indicate the production of audible
sound at the corresponding tactile detection threshold. To
use this table for other listening distances, an increment
of +6 dB per halved distances should be added to these
values.
Lastly, for oscillating pistons, movement amplitude,
frequency, and speed obey the scaling law,
|U̇p | ∝ ω|Up |,
which, for a given movement amplitude, relates frequency
to speed.

Discussion
Under evolutionary pressure, our senses have probably
adapted to take advantage of the ambient physics. Objects around us cover many orders of magnitudes in term
of sizes, distances, and movement speeds. Having found
that hearing is not always more apt than touch at detecting the small displacements of objects suggests that
hearing and touch have co-evolved to extend the range of
detectable of objects.
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Table 1. Difference in sound pressure level (dB SPL)
relative to the auditory threshold for a source at 50 cm
from the ear. Negative values indicate felt objects that
cannot be heard.
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When objects are small and oscillate slowly touch is
the only sensory option for their detection because the
acoustic energy that they radiate is small. It is in the high
frequency range where the objects oscillate rapidly, that
hearing is more effective than touch: mosquitoes can be
heard and felt, but ants can only be felt!
Of course, the relative sensitivity of touch and hearing
is also affected by many other factors such as the location of stimulation on the body, the distance between the
source and the listener, or the orientation of the acoustic
source with respect to the listener; and we only considered acoustic sources realized by surfaces with uniform
out-of-plane motion. In particular, the results would differ in the case of vibrations propagating in a radiating
surface. The trend that we described would nevertheless
hold broadly and should be accounted for the design of
tactile stimulators and audio devices.
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1. Bárány, E. A contribution to the physiology of bone
conduction. Ph.D. thesis, Thaning and Appels forlag
(1938).
2. Corso, J. F. Bone-conduction thresholds for sonic
and ultrasonic frequencies. The J. Acoust. Soc. Am.
35, 1738–1743 (1963).
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21. Jousmäki, V. & Hari, R. Parchment-skin illusion:
Sound-biased touch. Curr. Biol. 8, R190 (1998).
22. Caclin, A., Soto-Faraco, S., Kingstone, A. & Spence,
C. Tactile “capture” of audition. Percept. & Psychophys. 64, 616–630 (2002).
23. Calvert, G. A., Spence, C. & Stein, B. E. The Handbook of Multi-sensory Processes (MIT Press, Cambridge, MA, 2004).
24. Schurmann, M., Caetano, G., Jousmäki, V. & Hari,
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