
Oxford University researchers have recently discovered how our sense of body ownership can be manipulated by illusion. 
Professor Charles Spence from the Department of Experimental Psychology, and Dr G Lorimer Moseley of the Department of Physiology, Anatomy and Genetics, worked with scientists from Italy and the Netherlands to conduct a series of experiments incorporating the rubber hand illusion, a well-known psychological trick in which a participant’s hand is concealed, whilst a prosthetic hand is placed in their line of vision. 
The concealed hand and the rubber hand were stroked simultaneously, leading the participant to believe they were experiencing real physical sensations in the prosthetic hand. Researchers were particularly surprised by the physiological response of the participants; the temperature of the concealed hand dropped by approximately half a degree, a finding that has not been seen in previous studies. The drop in temperature in the concealed hand was particularly revealing, as it provided a physical sign that the body will abandon a limb if it believes it has found an adequate replacement. 
The experiments, conducted by the Oxford University research team, attempted to replicate distortions in perceptions of body ownership that are frequently reported by patients experiencing schizophrenia, autism, eating disorders or stroke. Medical evidence of these conditions often notes a significant drop in temperature in one side of the body or in a specific limb, a phenomenon that has not been fully investigated until now. 

The publication of the research has been received positively by the scientists from around the world, who have praised it as an important step in understanding more about the link between physiology and our sense of body ownership. ‘This is the first time anyone has looked to see what effect the rubber hand illusion has on people’s own bodies,’ Professor Spence commented, ‘it was previously believed impossible to have one limb cooling down. Studies have been done on patients with schizophrenia and autism, but never on healthy subjects.’
 Professor Spence and his colleagues believe that their research has important implications in understanding the link between psychology and physiology, and may produce an improved scientific understanding of body ownership distortions.  ‘This is an exciting find that will provide a better understanding of the link, demonstrating that the brain is malleable enough to incorporate changes.’ Further research into the psychological and physiological link between mind and body is continuing.
