
Proprioception is the body’s ability to know where its parts are and what they are doing 
without having to look at them. Close your eyes, bend one elbow and raise that hand 
over your head. Even though you cannot see the arm, you know that it is raised, the 
elbow is bent and the hand is somewhere above you. That awareness is proprioception. 
It is sometimes called the body’s position sense, but it does more than report position. It 
also helps the brain detect movement, muscle tension, force, speed and changes in joint 
angle. 

Life would be nearly impossible without it. Walking requires knowing where each foot is 
before it reaches the ground. Eating requires guiding a fork toward the mouth without 
watching the hand through every inch of movement. Typing, driving, scratching an itch, 
turning in bed, climbing stairs and putting on a shirt all depend on the brain receiving a 
continuous internal report about the body. Proprioception works so quietly that it is 
usually noticed only when something interferes with it. 

Vision can help guide movement, but vision cannot replace proprioception completely. 
Looking at a hand tells the brain where the hand appears to be. Proprioception tells the 
brain where the hand feels like it is from inside the body. Those two information sources 
normally agree. When they disagree, movement becomes slower and less certain 
because the brain must decide which information to trust. 

A simple demonstration shows how much this sense does. Touch the tip of the nose with 
one index finger while keeping the eyes open. Now close the eyes and do it again. Most 
healthy people can still reach the nose because the brain knows the positions of the 
shoulder, elbow, wrist, hand, finger and head. It calculates how those parts relate to one 
another without needing a visual target. The movement may be slightly less exact with 
the eyes closed because vision normally makes small corrections, but the hand does not 
become lost. 

Proprioception is often called a sixth sense, though human beings have more than five 
senses. Sight, hearing, smell, taste and touch are only the familiar group taught in basic 
lessons. Balance, body position, temperature, pain, hunger, thirst and the internal 
condition of organs all involve specialized sensory systems. Proprioception deserves to 
be understood as a full sensory ability rather than a small part of touch. 

Touch mainly reports what is happening at the body’s surface. Proprioception reports 
what is happening within the muscles, tendons and joints. A hand can feel the rough 
surface of a wall through touch while proprioception reports that the shoulder is raised, 
the elbow is nearly straight and the palm is pressing forward. Both senses operate at the 
same time, but they provide different kinds of information. 

Specialized sensory receptors collect proprioceptive information. A receptor is a 
biological detector. Just as light-sensitive receptors in the eyes respond to light, 
proprioceptors respond to stretch, tension, movement and pressure inside the body. The 



information is converted into electrical nerve signals and carried toward the spinal cord 
and brain. 

Muscle spindles are among the most important proprioceptors. They are tiny sensory 
structures located inside skeletal muscles, the muscles used to move the body. A muscle 
spindle detects how long a muscle is and how quickly that length is changing. When a 
muscle stretches, its spindles send signals reporting the stretch. 

Imagine holding the forearm straight in front of the body while another person gently 
bends the elbow. As the elbow bends, certain muscles shorten while others lengthen. 
Muscle spindles in the lengthening muscles report the changing position. The brain does 
not need a miniature camera inside the arm. It estimates the arm’s position by 
interpreting patterns of stretch coming from many muscles. 

Muscle spindles also help prevent sudden, excessive stretching. When a doctor taps the 
tendon below the kneecap during a physical examination, the tap briefly stretches the 
quadriceps muscle at the front of the thigh. Muscle spindles detect that rapid stretch and 
send a signal into the spinal cord. The spinal cord quickly sends a motor command back 
to the quadriceps, causing the lower leg to kick forward. This is the knee-jerk reflex. 

That reflex can happen before the brain fully processes what occurred. The shorter path 
through the spinal cord saves time. If every protective response had to wait for careful 
conscious thought, the body would react too slowly. The brain still receives information 
about the event, but the spinal cord can begin the response immediately. 

Another type of receptor is the Golgi tendon organ. Golgi tendon organs are located 
where muscles connect to tendons. A tendon is the strong connective tissue attaching a 
muscle to a bone. These receptors are especially sensitive to tension, meaning the 
pulling force produced when a muscle contracts. 

Muscle spindles mostly help report muscle length and the speed of stretching. Golgi 
tendon organs help report how much force the muscle is producing through the tendon. 
Together, they give the nervous system a more complete picture. One group reports 
something like, “This muscle is being stretched,” while the other reports, “This much 
pulling force is being created.” 

Golgi tendon organs can contribute to protective responses when tension becomes 
extremely high. Their role is more complicated than simply switching off a muscle 
whenever it works hard. During normal activity, they help the nervous system control 
force accurately. Holding a paper cup requires very little squeezing force. Holding a 
heavy suitcase requires much more. Sensory information from muscles, tendons and 
skin allows the brain to adjust the grip without crushing the cup or dropping the 
suitcase. 

Joints also contain sensory nerve endings that respond to movement, pressure and the 
limits of joint position. These receptors become especially useful near the far ends of a 



joint’s movement. When the knee approaches full extension or the ankle bends close to 
its safe limit, joint receptors help report what is happening. They are not the only source 
of joint-position information; muscles and skin make major contributions as well. 

Skin can assist proprioception because it stretches and shifts when joints move. Bend a 
finger and the skin over the knuckle stretches. Turn the head and the skin around the 
neck changes tension. The brain learns to use these patterns as additional clues about 
body position. Proprioception is therefore not created by one magical sensor. It emerges 
from several sensory systems working together. 

Signals from these receptors travel along sensory nerves toward the spinal cord. Some 
information is used immediately in reflexes and automatic adjustments. Other signals 
travel upward to the brain. Different pathways carry information for conscious awareness 
and for automatic movement control. 

The cerebellum plays a major role in this system. Located toward the lower back of the 
brain, the cerebellum compares intended movement with actual movement. If the brain 
commands the hand to reach for a glass, the cerebellum receives information about how 
the arm is really moving. When the actual movement begins to drift away from the 
intended movement, the cerebellum helps correct the error. 

This correction often happens without conscious thought. A person does not usually 
calculate every muscle contraction required to reach a glass. The brain establishes the 
goal, sends movement commands and continuously adjusts the action using incoming 
sensory information. Proprioception gives the nervous system the feedback needed to 
make those corrections. 

The brain’s parietal areas also help create an internal map of the body. This map is 
sometimes called a body schema. It is not a picture stored in one location. It is an active 
model assembled from sensory information, past experience and motor commands. The 
body schema allows the brain to understand how the head, trunk and limbs are arranged 
in space. 

That internal map can change. When someone learns to use a cane, tennis racket, guitar 
pick or other tool, the brain begins incorporating the tool into movement planning. A 
skilled driver senses the edges of a car well enough to move through a narrow space 
even though the body does not physically touch those edges. The car has not become 
part of the nervous system, but the brain has learned to treat it as an extension of action. 

Proprioception works closely with the vestibular system, which is the balance and 
motion-sensing system located in the inner ears. The vestibular system helps report 
head movement, rotation, acceleration and orientation relative to gravity. Proprioception 
reports the arrangement and movement of the body. Vision supplies information about 
the outside environment. The brain combines all three. 



Standing upright looks simple, but it requires constant correction. The body naturally 
sways slightly forward, backward and sideways. Sensors in the ankles, knees, hips and 
neck report these changes. The inner ears report movement of the head. Vision reports 
whether the environment appears stable. The nervous system adjusts muscle activity 
before the person consciously realizes that balance was changing. 

Closing the eyes makes standing more difficult because one source of information has 
been removed. Standing on a soft pillow makes it harder for the feet and ankles to 
provide reliable information about the supporting surface. Closing the eyes while 
standing on a pillow removes dependable vision while also making the information from 
the feet less precise. The vestibular system and remaining proprioceptive information 
must work harder. 

This is why a person may balance comfortably on one foot with the eyes open but sway 
quickly after closing them. The difference does not mean proprioception disappeared. It 
means vision had been helping correct errors. Removing vision exposes how much the 
body depends on internal position and balance signals. 

Proprioception and kinesthesia are closely related, but they are not always used to mean 
exactly the same thing. Proprioception is the broad awareness of body position, 
movement and force. Kinesthesia usually refers more specifically to the sense of 
movement. Knowing that an arm is resting at a certain angle is position sense. Feeling 
that the arm is moving upward is kinesthesia. In everyday use, the terms often overlap. 

Interoception is different. Interoception is the ability to sense the internal condition of the 
body, including heartbeat, breathing effort, hunger, thirst, bladder fullness and nausea. 
Proprioception tells the brain where the arm is. Interoception helps tell the brain that the 
heart is pounding or the stomach is empty. Both provide information from inside the 
body, but they answer different questions. 

Muscle memory is also connected to proprioception, although muscles do not literally 
store memories. Repeated practice changes the nervous system. The brain becomes 
better at predicting the sensory results of a movement, organizing the correct muscle 
sequence and making rapid corrections. Proprioception supplies the feedback needed to 
refine the skill. 

Consider learning to play guitar. At first, every finger placement may require visual 
attention. The player looks at the strings, searches for the fret and slowly presses the 
finger into position. With practice, the brain learns the required joint angles, muscle 
forces and distances between positions. Eventually the hand can form familiar chord 
shapes without constant visual checking. The fingers did not become intelligent by 
themselves. The nervous system built a stronger movement pattern using proprioceptive 
feedback. 



The same process appears in athletics. A basketball player shooting a free throw must 
control the knees, hips, shoulder, elbow, wrist and fingers in a coordinated sequence. A 
tennis player must know where the racket is during a fast swing, even though there is no 
time to stare at it. A boxer needs to know whether the hands are protecting the face while 
watching the opponent. Skill depends partly on developing accurate body awareness at 
useful speeds. 

Proprioception also controls force. Pick up an empty bottle and then pick up an identical 
bottle filled with water. If the brain incorrectly expects the second bottle to be empty, the 
hand may rise faster than intended. After feeling the added resistance, sensory feedback 
allows the nervous system to adjust. The brain constantly predicts how much force will 
be needed and corrects those predictions through experience. 

Walking is a repeated proprioceptive calculation. When one foot leaves the ground, the 
body must know the position of the hip, knee and ankle. The swinging leg has to clear 
the floor and land in an appropriate place. The supporting leg has to remain stable while 
the body’s weight moves forward. Most of this happens automatically because the 
nervous system has practiced walking for years. 

Uneven ground makes the work more obvious. Stepping on a rock changes the angle of 
the foot and ankle. Proprioceptors detect the unexpected movement, and muscles 
contract to stabilize the joint. A fast, accurate response may prevent a fall or ankle 
sprain. A delayed or poorly coordinated response allows the ankle to roll farther. 

Injury can weaken proprioception. When an ankle is sprained, the damage may affect 
ligaments, swelling may interfere with sensory information and pain may change how the 
person uses the joint. Even after the swelling decreases, the ankle may feel uncertain or 
unstable. The muscles may be strong enough to move it, but the nervous system may 
not react quickly and accurately when the surface shifts. 

This helps explain why a previously sprained ankle is more likely to be sprained again. 
Healing is not only a matter of waiting for pain to disappear. Rehabilitation may need to 
restore strength, joint movement, balance and proprioceptive control. If the person 
returns to demanding activity while the ankle still reacts slowly, a small misstep can 
produce another injury. 

Knee injuries can create similar problems. Damage to the anterior cruciate ligament, 
usually called the ACL, affects mechanical stability and can reduce important sensory 
information from the knee. Surgery may rebuild the ligament, but rehabilitation must also 
retrain the nervous system to control the joint during landing, turning and sudden 
changes of direction. 

A person can have powerful leg muscles and still show poor joint control. Strength is the 
ability to produce force. Proprioceptive control is the ability to use that force at the 



correct time, in the correct direction and at the correct amount. Both matter. A strong 
muscle that reacts late may not protect a joint from a fast injury. 

Some neurological diseases can seriously damage proprioception. Sensory nerves may 
be affected by diabetes, vitamin deficiencies, autoimmune conditions, infections, 
chemotherapy or other causes of peripheral neuropathy. “Peripheral” refers to nerves 
outside the brain and spinal cord. “Neuropathy” means nerve damage or dysfunction. 
When sensory nerves in the feet are damaged, the brain may receive weaker or distorted 
information about contact with the ground and joint position. 

Damage to the spinal cord can interrupt the pathways carrying proprioceptive 
information toward the brain. Certain brain injuries, strokes and diseases affecting the 
cerebellum can also disturb coordination and body awareness. The exact symptoms 
depend on which part of the system has been injured. 

Severe loss of proprioception reveals how important the sense is. A person may still 
have enough muscle strength to move but struggle to control the movement without 
watching. Walking can become extremely difficult in darkness because vision is no 
longer available to compensate. The feet may strike the ground heavily as the person 
tries to obtain stronger sensory feedback. 

One sign of impaired position sense is difficulty matching the position of one limb with 
the other. A clinician may move one of a person’s fingers or toes slightly upward or 
downward while the person’s eyes are closed and ask which direction it moved. Another 
test asks the person to place one arm in a certain position and then match that position 
with the opposite arm without looking. 

The finger-to-nose test checks coordination. The person repeatedly touches the nose 
and then the examiner’s finger. Difficulty may point toward a problem involving the 
cerebellum, sensory pathways or movement control, but one test alone does not prove 
the cause. Clinicians interpret performance along with strength, reflexes, sensation, 
medical history and other findings. 

The Romberg test examines how vision contributes to standing balance. A person stands 
with the feet close together, first with the eyes open and then closed. Markedly increased 
swaying or loss of balance after closing the eyes can suggest difficulty using 
proprioceptive or vestibular information. It does not simply mean “bad balance,” and it 
should be performed safely because a person may fall. 

Alcohol can interfere with the nervous system’s ability to combine sensory information 
and coordinate movement. An intoxicated person may sway, misjudge the position of the 
feet, reach inaccurately or use too much force. The receptors themselves may still send 
signals, but the brain processes and responds to the information less effectively. Sleep 
deprivation, sedating medications and extreme fatigue can also worsen reaction and 
coordination. 



Aging can reduce proprioceptive accuracy. Receptors, nerves, muscles, joints, vision 
and vestibular function may all become less reliable. Reaction speed can slow, and the 
brain may have more difficulty combining several sensory signals. This does not mean 
falling is an unavoidable part of aging. Strength training, balance practice, safe activity, 
vision care, proper footwear and treatment of medical problems can reduce risk. 

Footwear changes the information reaching the nervous system. Thick, soft soles may 
reduce some details about the ground, while unstable footwear can require more balance 
control. Shoes also protect the feet and can improve stability when properly fitted. The 
issue is not that everyone should walk barefoot. The brain simply responds differently 
depending on what separates the foot from the ground. 

Proprioception can be trained, but useful training must challenge control without 
creating unnecessary danger. Standing on one foot is a basic example. The goal is not 
merely to survive until a timer ends. The knee should remain controlled, the foot should 
stay stable and the trunk should not twist wildly. Quality matters because the nervous 
system is practicing whatever movement pattern is repeated. 

A stable floor should usually come before an unstable surface. A person who cannot 
control one-leg standing on solid ground does not need to begin on a wobble board. 
Difficulty can be increased gradually by narrowing the base of support, moving the arms, 
turning the head, reaching in different directions or performing a task while balancing. 

Closing the eyes greatly increases the challenge because it removes visual correction. 
This should be attempted only when the person can do it safely, preferably near a secure 
support or under professional supervision when balance is poor. Falling during “balance 
training” defeats the purpose. 

Slow, controlled movements can strengthen body awareness. Squats, lunges and 
step-downs allow attention to knee position, hip control and pressure through the feet. 
The nervous system learns the relationship between joint angles and muscle force. 
Speed can be added after the movement is controlled. 

Athletes eventually need proprioceptive training that resembles the demands of their 
sport. A tennis player does not compete while standing still on a foam pad. Tennis 
involves running, braking, turning, reaching and striking while attention remains on the 
ball and opponent. Training may progress toward lateral movement, controlled landing, 
direction changes and racket work under realistic conditions. 

Rehabilitation should also include unexpected but safe challenges because injuries often 
happen when movement does not go as planned. A person may need to catch a ball 
while balancing, respond to a direction called by a trainer or control the body after a 
gentle disturbance. The goal is to help the nervous system respond rather than rely 
completely on preplanned motion. 



Proprioceptive training cannot repair every condition. If a nerve has been severely 
damaged, practice may not restore normal sensation. Training may instead strengthen 
the remaining sensory systems and teach safer compensation. Someone with poor 
sensation in the feet might use vision more deliberately, improve lighting, remove 
tripping hazards and use an appropriate assistive device. 

Vision can compensate for proprioceptive loss, but dependence on vision has limits. A 
person may move well in a bright room while struggling in darkness. Looking down 
constantly while walking also reduces awareness of objects and people ahead. Effective 
rehabilitation tries to improve the available body-position information while teaching 
practical compensation for what cannot be restored. 

Pain can distort proprioception even without complete nerve damage. When a joint hurts, 
the body may guard it, avoid certain positions and change muscle timing. Long-lasting 
pain can alter the brain’s internal map of the painful body part. This does not mean the 
pain is imaginary. It means pain affects the nervous system’s handling of movement and 
sensation. 

Swelling can interfere as well. Fluid around a joint changes pressure, restricts movement 
and may reduce the accuracy of signals coming from the area. Someone with a swollen 
knee may describe it as feeling strange, heavy or difficult to place. That experience can 
involve both mechanical restriction and altered sensory feedback. 

Proprioception also helps create the feeling that the body belongs to us. Normally, 
seeing a hand, moving it and feeling its position all match. The brain links those signals 
into a sense of ownership. Experiments such as the rubber-hand illusion show that this 
sense can be manipulated. If a visible rubber hand and a hidden real hand are stroked in 
matching ways, some people begin to feel as though the rubber hand belongs to them. 
Vision, touch and proprioception are being forced into a conflict, and the brain attempts 
to build one believable explanation. 

Phantom-limb experiences provide another look at body mapping. After an amputation, a 
person may still feel the missing limb’s position, movement, itching or pain. Receptors 
from the missing limb are no longer sending normal information, but the brain’s body 
map and remaining nerve activity do not instantly disappear. The nervous system can 
continue representing a body part that is physically absent. 

Growth creates its own proprioceptive challenge. Children and teenagers can experience 
periods of awkwardness when bones grow and body proportions change quickly. The 
brain’s movement predictions were built around the previous body size. Practice helps 
recalibrate the internal map. This is one reason movement skill is not just a matter of 
knowing instructions; the nervous system must continually adjust to the body it 
currently controls. 



Body size changes in adulthood can also require adjustment. Pregnancy shifts weight 
distribution and changes joint stability. Significant weight gain or loss changes how 
much force is required for movement. New shoes, braces, prosthetic limbs and assistive 
devices alter the relationship between motor commands and sensory results. The 
nervous system learns through repeated feedback. 

Good proprioception does not mean consciously thinking about every joint. In fact, 
skilled movement usually involves less conscious control. A beginner may overthink 
each step, while an experienced performer focuses on the goal. Years of practice allow 
lower and faster levels of the nervous system to handle details automatically. 

Overthinking can sometimes interfere with a well-learned movement. An athlete who 
begins consciously controlling every part of a familiar swing may become stiff and 
inaccurate. The skill was built as a coordinated pattern, not as a list of separate verbal 
instructions. Careful attention is useful while correcting a specific problem, but 
eventually the corrected movement must become automatic. 

Fatigue exposes weaknesses in proprioceptive control. As muscles tire, their responses 
may slow and movement becomes less precise. A runner’s knee may begin collapsing 
inward late in a workout even though it looked controlled at the beginning. An athlete 
may land poorly near the end of a game. Conditioning helps preserve not only strength 
but also movement quality under fatigue. 

Proprioception is therefore not one switch that is either on or off. It is a large feedback 
system involving receptors, nerves, the spinal cord, multiple brain regions, muscles and 
past experience. It works with vision, touch and the inner ears. Its accuracy changes with 
injury, fatigue, practice, age, disease and the conditions around the body. 

Every controlled movement depends on a cycle. The brain forms an intention, sends 
commands to the muscles, receives sensory information about what actually happened, 
compares the result with the intention and makes corrections. This cycle repeats 
extremely quickly. Proprioception supplies much of the information that tells the brain 
whether the body carried out the command correctly. 

Without that feedback, strength alone becomes difficult to control. The brain might order 
a muscle to contract but would receive little information about how far the joint moved or 
how much force was produced. Movement could become too large, too small, too rough 
or too slow. Proprioception turns raw muscular power into coordinated action. 

That is why it deserves more attention than the simple label “body awareness.” 
Proprioception is the hidden communication system that allows the brain and body to 
work as one moving unit. It helps a hand find the face in darkness, keeps an ankle from 
rolling on uneven ground, guides a pianist’s fingers, controls a tennis swing and makes 
ordinary walking feel automatic. What appears effortless is actually the result of 



countless sensory messages being measured, compared and corrected every moment 
the body moves. 

 


