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Many people are ticklish when someone else is doing it to you. But it's hard to tickle yourself because your
brain filters out expected sensations. (Image credit: kupicoo/Getty Images)

Health

Why can't you tickle yourself?
News By Roberta McLain published March 1, 2025

Why do we laugh when tickled but are unable to tickle
ourselves? Neuroscience has the answer.
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For many of us, the tickling response is paradoxical — the playfulness it
inspires is typically enjoyable, but the overstimulated nerves and loss of
control can feel distressing. Whether you find it enjoyable, uncomfortable
or somewhere in between, you can't tickle yourself. But why?

The answer has to do with the brain already knowing about and
downplaying the expected, predictable sensation of the self-tickle, experts
told Live Science.

"It's because the brain is always predicting into the future," David
Eagleman, a neuroscientist at Stanford University, told Live Science. "Brains
are not just reactive; they are trying to guess ahead at what's going to come
next."

Whenever you perform an action, the primary motor cortex, the part of
your brain responsible for initiating the message, sends a copy of the
command — an "efference copy" to many areas of your brain to prepare
for the sensory information that's about to arrive due to your actions.

Perhaps you want to pick up a pencil. Your brain sends a message to your
arm and fingers, telling them to grasp the pencil and pick it up. But it
doesn't just send the message to the muscles that will generate that
movement. It simultaneously sends copies to your somatosensory cortex,
the part of the brain that processes incoming sensory information, and to
your visual cortex, the part responsible for processing vision.

Related: Why do people feel like they're being watched, even when no
one is there?

Konstantina Kilteni, a neuroscientist at the Karolinska Institute in
Stockholm, explains that the brain uses the signals it sends to muscles to
anticipate how something we initiate will feel before we even experience it.
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Kilteni runs the Somatosensation & Gargalesis lab, aptly nicknamed the
Touch and Tickle Lab. Using brain imaging techniques such as fMRI and
magnetoencephalography, she and her team investigate whether the brain
perceives a touch made by oneself differently from a touch produced by
something else.

Kilteni told Live Science that people consistently perceive the intensity of
their own touch as weaker than that of an external touch. It's not just
perception; neuroimaging confirms that the brain responds less strongly to
self-generated touches.

Because these sensations are predictable, the brain tunes them down.
Scientifically, we attenuate self-generated sensations. But if those
predictions don't match what happens, your brain does notice.

David Schneider, an associate professor of neuroscience at New York
University who studies acoustic self-awareness, shared an example with
Live Science. "When you shut a car door, you expect to hear a predictable
'thump,'" he wrote in an email. "If you instead hear a 'clank,' your brain will
instantly recognize that as an error, and you'll turn around and take the
seatbelt out of the doorjamb."

People are alert to external stimuli — detected by all of the senses —
because noticing them could be crucial to survival. Imagine you are
walking. Your footsteps make noises. Hearing your own footsteps is not
important, so your brain reduces the noise. But somebody walking behind
you could be a threat, so noticing that is important.

This phenomenon is not unique to humans. Schneider can't ask the mice
he studies if they hear their own footsteps, but he can record the neural
activity in the auditory processing area of their brains. When he does, he
finds that the neurons hardly react to their own footsteps.

"[I]t's not because the mouse can't hear them or the brain cannot detect
them," he wrote in an email. "Because if the mouse is standing still, and
those same sounds are presented through a speaker, then those same
neurons produce big responses."

So why can't you tickle yourself? Place one hand in your opposite armpit.
Your brain knows where your hand is going before you even move. It
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Life's Little Mysteries
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driven to make science understandable to people of all ages.

simultaneously tells the areas of your brain that will sense the fingers in
your armpit that there's nothing important going on here; pay no attention.
But if someone else — an external generator — comes at that armpit, the
sensation is amplified, not attenuated. Your brain is not prepared. The
tickle works. Not being able to tickle yourself is simply the consequence of
a remarkable adaptation, fine-tuned for survival.

"For tickling, you require the surprise," Eagleman said. "When someone
else comes at you, you don't know precisely what they'll do. But since you
predict your own action away, it's just not ticklish."

There are some exceptions. People with schizophrenia struggle to
recognize things they initiated from things they did not, which means they
can tickle themselves. Eagleman hypothesizes this is a timing issue. They
may be able to tickle themselves because they often struggle to predict
their movements and the following sensations.

"Schizophrenia affects the brain's ability to distinguish self-generated
actions from external actions," Eagleman said. "If that prediction system
falters, even your own touch can feel surprising."

—Why is laughter sometimes scary?
—What is the Mandela effect? And have you experienced it?
—Can you die from laughter?

RELATED MYSTERIES
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Watch this humanoid robot perform a side flip for the first time
Unitree's G1 demonstrates a new level of robotic agility with a complex 
movement following an AI software update.
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James Webb telescope could find signs of life
on alien 'hycean' ocean worlds

Black holes may obey the laws of physics
after all, new theory suggests

Watch eerie video of humanoid robot 'army'
marching naturally, thanks to a major AI
upgrade

NASA rover spots hundreds of 'spider eggs'
on Mars — and scientists have no idea how
they got there
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China now has a 'kill mesh' in orbit, Space
Force vice chief says

Traumatizing AI models by talking about war
or violence makes them more anxious

Mathematicians solve vexing 'crowd
problem' that explains why public spaces
devolve into chaos

Science news this week: 'Cosmic tornadoes'
and a surprise from ancient Egypt's pyramids
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Mysterious artifacts from King Tut's tomb
might have been used in 'awakening Osiris'
ritual
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