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A couple sits together on a sunny park bench. He appears to be studying
the passing clouds; she’s absorbed in a novel. Some passersby might think,
“How sweet.” Others might see them as bleak.

They could be either. Until now, scientists have mostly ignored shared

(@)
silences between romantic partners, concentrating on verbal exchanges such as

how to discuss feelings, negotiate needs, and deal with conflict. But according

to new research, silence can be a powerful communicator for couples.

In a series of four studies described in Motivation and Emotion in 2024,
psychologist Netta Weinstein of the United Kingdom’s University of Reading
and her colleagues asked partnered college students and adults to write about
experiences of silence with their significant others.

Weinstein and her colleagues hypothesized that silences would differ in
meaning and in the emotion they generated based on what motivated them.
The research team sorted shared silences into three types. Intrinsic, or
intimate, silences arise naturally and comfortably between mates. Introjected,
or anxious, silences occur when one person feels uncomfortable speaking.
External, or hostile, silences can come from one partner’s wish to shut out or
punish the other. These silences can also be spontaneous, or random.

In Weinstein’s investigations, different groups of subjects reflected on a
recent silent episode in their current relationship, or on daily silent episodes
over 14 days. Some participants were randomly assigned to write about a

(b)
particular kind of silence, based on what motivated it, and one group wrote

about a wordless episode from a bad relationship in their past. Participants

reported how frequently such silences occurred, their emotions during them —
peaceful, depressed, bored or sad, for example — and how they felt about their
relationship.

To indicate why they were not speaking, they could choose among such

— 1 — OM6(551—127)



statements as: “Because I feared he/she would be mad at me if I said
something,” “Because I cherish moments when I am able to be next to him/her
even if we aren't speaking,” “Because he/she wanted me to be silent,”
“Because I wanted him/her to feel bad” and “Because I didn’t need to speak

for my partner to understand me.”

Three significant findings emerged from the studies. First
unsurprisingly — the reason for a silence was a major factor in the episode’s
impact on the partners’ emotions and relationship. Couples who saw their
silence as anxious or hostile reported less positive and more negative emotion,
for example. Second, intrinsic silences that felt comfortable were associated
with many positive emotions and high ratings of how well the relationship
fulfilled their needs.

The third finding was that during these intrinsic silences, positive feelings
were “low-arousal” — they were relaxed and peaceful rather than happy or
excited.

Weinstein says she finds this last result interesting. Until now, she says,

(©)
researchers had reported that this kind of peacefulness could be achieved only

in solitude, but it appears that couples who feel safe thinking their own
thoughts while enjoying the pleasure of togetherness seem to experience it too.
The findings show couples that they don’t have to separate to enjoy alone time.

Another overall finding, she adds, “is that we don’t always need to fill up
the space with conversation: Silent moments can be powerful ways to connect.”

()
Weinstein and colleagues “are really looking at a topic that has received

not nearly as much attention as it deserves,” says Northwestern University
psychological scientist Claudia Haase, who wrote a 2023 article in the Annual
Review of Developmental Psychology on how couples become better at managing
their emotions as they grow older. In her current work, she studies couples
interacting in a lab. Although she has not specifically studied mutual silences,
she believes these are filled with meaning, from the refusal to speak to the
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wordlessness that indicates, she says, “a sense that we are safe with each
other.”

Weinstein notes that partners pay a lot of attention to how what they say
can hurt or help their mate, but rarely think about the ramifications of
silences. Partners might learn something important, for example, if they check
out what their quietness means for their mate, Haase adds: One person’s
comfortable silence may leave their mate feeling ignored or shut out.

Couples can also plan together to enable intimate silent experiences —
perhaps doing something together that they both enjoy, such as reading, hiking
up a trail to a breathtaking view or relaxing and listening to classical music.
“Those moments,” Weinstein says, “are rich with love and closeness and

connection.”

(Adapted from Francine Russo, “Quiet couples: Alone time together: The right
kind of silence can be golden, revitalizing and strengthening a relationship,”

Knowable Magazine, Feb. 10, 2025)
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While observing wild baboons in Kenya, researcher Akiko Matsumoto-Oda

noticed something striking. Whenever the animals got injured in fights with
@)

each other, their wounds healed quickly — much more quickly, it seemed, than

her own scratches and scrapes.

Now, Matsumoto-Oda has data to back up that idea. In experiments,
human wounds took more than twice as long to heal than those on other
mammals — including chimpanzees, which are one of the closest relatives to
Homo sapiens. Matsumoto-Oda, who is an evolutionary biologist at Japan’s
University of the Ryukyus, and her colleagues, describe their findings in a
paper published in the journal Proceedings of the Royal Society B.

For the study, the team compared the healing rates of humans with those
of rats, mice and four primate species: vervet monkeys, Sykes’ monkeys, olive
baboons and chimpanzees.

They studied 24 human patients who had recently had skin tumors
removed, taking daily measurements of the wounds to see how much they had
shrunk. On average, the wounds healed at a rate of 0.25 millimeters per day.

To gather data on the other mammal species, they anesthetized and
surgically wounded captive lab mice, rats, olive baboons, Sykes’ monkeys and
vervet monkeys. They also studied naturally occurring wounds — mostly
caused by fighting —on five captive chimpanzees. The animals’ wounds
healed at a rate of approximately 0.61 millimeters per day, on average.

Researchers were not entirely surprised by the results, because skin
healing is affected by hair. The hair follicles at the root of each hair contain
stem cells, which, in addition to producing hair, can grow new skin when
necessary. Since humans have much less hair than other mammals do, it

(b)
makes sense that our wounds would take longer to heal.

“When the[skin]is wounded, as in most kinds of scratches and scrapes, it’s
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really the hair-follicle stem cells that do the repair,” says Elaine Fuchs, a
biologist at Rockefeller University who was not involved with the research, to
the New York Times’ Elizabeth Preston.

At some point in the evolutionary journey, humans lost most of their body
hair. Since chimps’ wounds heal faster than ours, this shift likely occurred
after humans diverged from our shared ancestor with the primates, reports
New Scientist’s Chris Simms.

It’s not entirely clear why early humans lost their hair. But it seems our
species swapped the once-abundant hair follicles for sweat glands, which are
not as efficient at healing wounds but help keep us cool in hot environments.

In theory, this slower wound healing rate should have put humans at a
disadvantage. But the researchers speculate that support from friends and
family, as well as the use of certain plants as medicine, helped humans survive.

For example, archaeologists have unearthed a 1.8-million-year-old skull that
belonged to an elderly Homo erectus male whose teeth had fallen out long
before he died. Similarly, researchers discovered the remains of a Neanderthal
male who lived to reach middle age, despite having lost his right arm and
suffering other injuries. The only way these individuals could have survived,
researchers posit, is if their peers took care of them.

Scientists have also found traces of plants with antibacterial and pain-
relieving properties in Neanderthals’ dental plaque. This suggests early human
species may have understood that eating certain plants could help them
overcome illnesses and injuries.

“Such social and medical support may have helped mitigate the adaptive
disadvantage of a slower wound-healing rate,” the researchers write in the

paper.

(Adapted from Sarah Kuta, “Human Evolution Traded Fur for Sweat Glands —
and Now, Our Wounds Take Longer to Heal Than Those of Other Mammals:
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Even compared to chimpanzees, one of our closest relatives, humans’ scrapes
and cuts tend to stick around for more than twice as long, new research

suggests,” Smithsonian Magazine, April 30, 2025)
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If you could have any superpower or any supernatural ability, what would
it be and how would you use it?
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