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We evaluated the softness of various silicone elastomers
installed on a tactile evaluation system. The softness of the
elastomers was reflected by the vertical force when subjects
pushed the elastomers with their fingers. The moving behavior
depended on the elastic properties of the contacted objects;
namely, a pushing pattern and a sliding pattern were observed
for the soft and hard elastomers, respectively.

Many industrial products are made of soft elastomers
because softness improves safety, usability, and familiarity of
the products. Considering the many types of soft elastomers,
silicone elastomers show the advantages of thermostability, light
stability, and solvent resistance.14 Softness is one of the most
important tactile sensations because it is correlated with human
preferences or emotions.5,6 Human subjects evaluate softness
on the basis of the relationship between pushing distance and
force in the recognition process.7 Bicchi et al. focused on the
importance of the rate of spread of the contact area between the
finger and the specimen.8 We have studied the effects of
frictional stimuli on tactile sensations to determine the identi-
fication mechanism of some materials by touch.913 During the
evaluation process, the friction force on the fingertips and
movement velocity were evaluated by a friction meter and a
high-speed camera, respectively (Figure 1). To illustrate the
mechanisms of tactile recognition, not only forces on the skin
but also tactile behavior or movement velocity must be
evaluated because tactile sense depends on both these factors.13

In this study, we evaluated and observed the tactile feel, applied
forces on human skin, and moving behaviors when 30 subjects
touched four silicone elastomers installed on the tactile evalua-
tion system.1417

Figure 2 shows the sensory score of the four materials. The
softness was rated on a seven-point scale in which a score of 1
meant “very soft,” whereas a score of 7 meant “very hard.” The
score of the elastomer with an elastic modulus of 288Nmm¹2

was 2.5 « 1.0, which was the lowest, whereas that with
10500Nmm¹2 was 5.9 « 1.0, which was the highest. Con-
fidence intervals of >95% were found between the scores of the
four elastomers in t-tests. These results show that the subjects
can discriminate between the different elastomers on the basis of
their softness.

We evaluated the vertical force on the finger pad when
subjects touched the silicone elastomers. A typical profile of the
force is shown in an inset of Figure 3. In Figure 3, the force is
the average of all local maximum values (Fv) when the thirty
subjects touched four elastomers for 30 s each. The force was
1.6 « 1.1N for the elastomer with 288Nmm¹2, and it was
2.5 « 1.8N for the one with 10500Nmm¹2. Confidence
intervals between the scores of the four elastomers were
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Figure 1. A photograph of the tactile evaluation system.

S
co

re

Elastic modulus / Nmm-2

1

5

4

3

2

7

6

102 103 104

***
*

***

Figure 2. Relationship between elastic modulus of substrates
and score of soft/hard feels. ***: significant in 1% level,
*: significant on 5% level.
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Figure 3. Relationship between elastic modulus of substrates
and vertical forces. *: significant in 5% level. An inset is vertical
force as a function of time.
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determined in t-tests. These results indicate that the subjects
push strongly when the elastomers are hard. On the other hand,
the horizontal force did not change with the elastic modulus:
0.6 « 0.3N for the elastomer with 288Nmm¹2 and 0.6 « 0.2N
for the one with 10500Nmm¹2. These results are consistent
with some previous studies. For example, Friedman et al.
reported that subjects pushed with weaker force when the objects
were softer.18

Video images of subjects touching silicone elastomers were
obtained with a high-speed camera. The subjects moved their
fingers up and down. The number of contacts was about 0.7 s¹1,
which was independent of the degree of elasticity of the four
elastomers. As shown in Figure 4, the moving profiles when the
subjects touched soft elastomers were different from those when
they touched hard ones. The pushing pattern in which the fingers
simply moved up and down was observed for soft elastomers,
whereas the sliding pattern in which the fingers slid across the
elastomer surface was found for hard elastomers. Furthermore,
the rate of the sliding pattern was larger when the elastomer was
harder: 40%, 37%, 55%, and 80% for elastomers with 288, 780,
1350, and 10500Nmm¹2, respectively. These results suggest
that the moving behavior in contact processes depends on the
elastic properties of the elastomers. The surface of hard silicone
elastomers is slippery owing to their low surface energy. On
the other hand, with the soft materials, the sliding behavior
is inhibited because the finger is arrested by the projections
induced by the deformation of the elastic materials. These
moving behaviors can change tactile sensations when touching
solid materials because not only mechanical stimuli on human
skin but also motion stimuli on muscles are the essential factors
contributing to the overall feel.19 A quantitative analysis of the
relationships between these factors will be studied in the near
future. These findings will be useful for the design of silicone
elastomers for industrial materials.
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Figure 4. Movement of a finger when a subject contacts with a
soft elastomer (a) and a hard elastomer (b).
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