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JOURNAL ARTICLE REVIEW:  Diminutive digits discern delicate details: fingertip size and the sex difference in tactile spatial acuity J Neuroscience 2009; 29:15756-15761

Researchers from Duquesne University in Pittsburgh tested the spatial acuity of fingertips in 100 young adults, 50 women and 50 men. Rather than using two-point discrimination that we are most familiar with, they used a computer-activated device that pressed two parallel ridges momentarily against the fingertip with a controlled force. The ridges varied in the distance separating them and were randomly presented with the ridges either first being parallel with the finger or perpendicular to the finger. The closer together the ridges were when the subject could still discern whether the ridges were oriented parallel or perpendicular to the finger indicated the degree of tactile acuity.

The investigators’ first assumption that women would have greater tactile acuity than men proved false. Instead, they found that tactile acuity was related to the size of the digit regardless of gender. Smaller fingers were more discerning than larger fingers.

Now you are probably thinking that sure, skin compliance may be greater in dainty princess digits than on the callused hand of a plumber, but the investigators tested for and controlled this variable. There was no statistically significant difference in skin compliance between men and women.

What accounts for the finding that tactile acuity increases as finger size diminishes? The researchers postulate that static tactile acuity is conveyed to the brain via the Merkel receptors, which are closely associated with the sweat pores in the deep dermis. Short of biopsying their subjects’ fingers and determining the density of their Merkel receptors, they measured the density of the sweat pores and showed that smaller fingers had more densely packed sweat pores. 

In other words, it appears that everybody has roughly the same number of Merkel receptors and that they are just distributed more widely in larger fingertips regardless of gender. If this is true through life, then children, with the smallest fingertips, should have the highest tactile spatial acuity. These differences may be too subtle to ascertain with two-point discrimination, but don’t be surprised if two-point discrimination is closer in a petite plumber than in her hulking househusband.

MORE ON PURLICUE

From last month, you recall that purlicue has three meanings: the skin in the first web, a discourse or summary, and the flourish or curl at the end of a handwritten word. It can be spelled either purlique or purlicue. I invited readers to submit their own sentence using purlique with its three definitions. 

And the winner is:
Here is the purlicue: why does my right brain fail at the flair of the purlicue while my left brain excels at the care of the purlicue?  Keri Landrieu, OT, CHT, New Orleans
CANADIAN SOCIETY OF HAND THERAPISTS

The CSHT annual meeting is in Vancouver April 29-20, 2011. Details of the meeting are attached.
If you have courses or meetings you would like to have announced here, let me know.

Best wishes,
Roy A. Meals, MD
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