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HUG is a pneumatic garment that creates a sensation of a hug without the proximity of another person. It is inspired
by “hugging” garments, used in so-called deep-pressure therapy, imitating the structure of embodied human
empathy.
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Introduction

Pressure garments are used to calm anxiety in human and nonhuman animals [1] and to create a variety of
sensory XR experiences in correspondence with visual media [2]. HUG is a low-tech pneumatic garment that
creates a sensation of a hug without the proximity of another person or other external stimuli. It is the first
prototype in a project exploring artificial empathy, to be used independently by blowing air into two tubes. It has
two air pockets, one on the chest and one between the shoulder plates. These can be filled with air separately or
simultaneously to simulate a hug. HUG is inspired by “hugging” garments, used in so-called deep-pressure
therapy, imitating the structure of embodied human empathy. Regarding its focus on the experience of a hug, the

prototype connects to studies with interactive hug simulating garments [3]. However, instead of requiring the
person to hug a mannequin to activate the garment, or other external media input, HUG’s symbiotic self-hugging
nature derives from the person’s flow of breath. HUG builds on the author’s clinical empathy education research,
exploring the capacity haptic interfaces have to comfort in mental–physiological distress.
Next to offering relief from isolation and lack of affective touch, the piece evokes questions about breath and its
multiple meanings in connection with others and mental well-being. In pandemic times, breath is seen as a
biohazard, a cloud of pathogenic aerosols that needs to be contained. On the other hand, holding a breath or
breathing into a paper bag may also reduce anxiety [4,5] though the method is not without risks [6]. In HUG,
breath thus creates a feedback loop to calm both through deep pressure and carbon dioxide reduction in the
bloodstream. The prototype utilizes recycled materials from lockdown online order packaging.
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