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Proxemics

Proxemics is the study of how people use and experience physical space during social interactions. Proxemic analyses focus on interpersonal distancing and orienting as well as individuals’ subjective and physiological responses to the proximity of others. The methodological approaches to studying proxemics vary widely, including self-report, digital motion tracking, and qualitative analyses of interactions. Proxemics research spans many disciplines and has examined the way in which people’s use of physical space during interactions expresses cultural norms, power relations, interpersonal attitudes, and individual dispositions. In recent years, proxemics research has been applied to a variety of fields, including interactive robotics design.




History

The term proxemics was originally coined by anthropologist Edward C. Hall, who referred to it as the study of “use of space as a specialized elaboration of culture” ((Hall, 1966), page 1). In subsequent years, proxemics research has focused on people’s use and experience of physical space during social interactions. Proxemics research now spans a variety of disciplines, including communications, social psychology, cognitive neuroscience, sociology, and robotics. This research has addressed basic questions about the key factors that determine proxemic behavior and preferences as well as more applied questions about how proxemic behavior can contribute to effective face-to-face communication.

Proxemic research uses a variety of measurement approaches. Self-report measures assess proxemic preferences and subjective experiences of proxemic events (such as intrusions into personal space). Detailed, third-party coding of physical behaviors provides richly detailed accounts of actual behavior during an interaction (n.d.-a). More quantitative approaches include one-shot measures of behavior, such as how close an individual sits to a target individual, as well as more precise and continuous measures using digital tracking technology ((Bailenson et al., 2003); (Lahnakoski et al., 2020)) [see also Virtual Reality]. Neuroimaging ((n.d.-b); (n.d.-c)) and psychophysiological measures (Candini et al., 2021) have also been used to explore the physiological correlates of interpersonal proximity. 




Core concepts


Personal space

Some of the earliest work on proxemics described proxemic zones (Hall, 1966), each of which is defined by the distance from the individual. Hall proposed that people interact at different distances, depending upon the nature of their relationship. Proxemic zones range from intimate distance (for interactions involving touching), personal distance (for interactions with family or friends), social distance (for interactions with acquaintances or strangers), and public distance (for public speaking or speaking to groups). Subsequent research has frequently focused on the “personal space bubble” comprised of the inner zones. Breaches of this bubble are likely to elicit discomfort or anger, such as when a stranger stands unnecessarily close (Hayduk, 1983).



Equilibrium

Interpersonal distance, bodily orientation, and gaze are all proxemic variables, but they are often studied and discussed separately. Nevertheless, proxemics research demonstrates that these facets of nonverbal behavior are interdependent. For example, when strangers are forced into close proximity in an elevator, they tend to avoid orienting toward each other or engaging in mutual gaze. Equilibrium theory suggests that interpersonal proximity, mutual gaze, and other variables all contribute to the level of intimacy in an interaction (Argyle & Dean, 1965). To maintain the desired level of intimacy, a shift in one variable (e.g., the increase in proximity in the elevator) necessitates a shift in another variable (e.g., away from mutual gaze). Although support for this theory is mixed, treating proxemics as a multivariate construct has nevertheless proven fruitful in providing a more comprehensive picture of proxemic behavior ((Hayduk, 1983); (McCall & Singer, 2015)).



Attitudes

Research has long suggested that proxemic behavior implicitly reveals how an individual feels about the people with whom they are interacting (Mehrabian, 1968). This pattern is most evident in research on attitudes whereby negative attitudes are associated with physical avoidance in terms of both interpersonal distance and orienting. Studies along these lines suggest that avoidance reveals prejudices against disability (Worthington, 1974), obesity (Bessenoff & Sherman, 2000), and ethnicity (Dovidio et al., 1997), even when individuals may not explicitly acknowledge those biases.





Questions, controversies, and new developments

From its inception, proxemics researchers have been interested in identifying systematic cultural differences in behavior (Hall, 1966). Nevertheless, questions remain as to if and why such differences exist (Sorokowska et al., 2017). Similarly, researchers have long examined identity-based differences in proxemic behavior (e.g., gender; (Hayduk, 1983)), again with mixed results. In more recent years, research on individual differences has focused on clinical phenomena such as autism, social anxiety, and schizophrenia. For example, findings suggest that autistic individuals may have unusually rigid preferences for interpersonal space over time (n.d.-d) and across situations (Candini et al., 2020). Nevertheless, behavior varies widely across autistic individuals and may be better explained by other phenomena such as social anxiety (Perry et al., 2015).




Broader connections

In recent years, proxemics research has extended to the field of robotics. Here, researchers have applied findings from the research of humans to better understand how robots can be designed to interact in a safe and trustworthy manner with humans ((Rios-Martinez et al., 2015)). Work in this area also aims to model human proxemics so that autonomous systems can better predict and respond to human behavior (n.d.-e).

Recent research has also raised questions regarding the relationship between the ideas explored in proxemics research and those explored in research on cognitive and neural representations of physical space [see Spatial Cognition]. Peripersonal space, the space immediately around the body, has primarily been studied with regards to attention and action. It remains to be seen if and how peripersonal space relates to people’s use and experience of space during social interactions ((n.d.-f)).
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