
BUBBLE THEORY
In research from the 1960s, 
American anthropologist 
Edward Hall identified 
four different “bubbles” to 
describe the space around 
a person.

INTIMATE SPACE
About 18 inches from the 
body. Generally reserved 
for family and a persons 
closest friends

PERSONAL SPACE
Between 1.5 and 4 feet 
from the body. Friends 
and acquaintances 
may enter.

SOCIAL SPACE
Extends from 4 – 12 feet 
from the body. This is 
where interactions with 
new acquaintances and 
strangers can take place. 

PUBLIC SPACE
This is beyond social 
space, which anyone 
can enter.
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D onald Trump stood very 
closely behind Hillary 
Clinton at times during 

the second presidential debate, 
held in St. Louis Sunday, prompt-
ing some to argue that he was 
invading her personal space. 
    While scientists have long known 
that personal space exists—and that 
an invasion of personal space can 
make people feel uncomfortable—
it’s only recently that scientists have 
started to understand what’s going 
on in the brain when someone stands 
too close.
    It turns out that it’s a very basic 
function of the brain to maintain a 
sense of what’s going on in the space 
around you, said Dr. Daphne Holt, an 
associate professor of psychiatry at 
Harvard Medical School in Boston. 
    When someone gets too close, 
there’s a very “automatic, instinc-
tual”response in the brain that a 
person doesn’t have much control 

over, Holt told Live Science. In oth-
er words, your response to someone 
coming into your personal space is 
not a conscious one.So what’s going 
on when someone gets too close 
to you?
     Very simply put, the premotor area 
of the brain plays a role in generating 
movements and motor other actions, 
and the parietal cortex is a part of 
the brain that processes sensory in-
formation about the world around 
you, Holt said. In practice, the differ-
ences between these two areas’ func-
tions aren’t quite clear-cut; rather, 
both areas seem to respond to sen-
sory information and are involved in 
generating actions, Holt added.
    Essentially, the premotor cortex 
and parietal cortex form a network 
that recognizes and maintains per-
sonal space, Holt said.
     Holt has studied how the human 
brain responds to invasions of per-
sonal space. In one study she con-

ducted, published in 2014 in The 
Journal of Neuroscience, 22 people 
were shown images of faces, cars 
and spheres either getting larger (ap-
proaching them) or smaller (moving 
away) while they underwent brain 
scans. The researchers found that 
the two areas of the brain respond-
ed when faces—but not the cars or 
the spheres—were “approaching” 
the subject, but not when they were 
moving away.
        Indeed, this makes sense from an 
evolutionary perspective, Holt said. 
Paying close attention to the area of 
space immediately around a person 
or animal is important for surviv-
al—if something is very close to the 
body, it might be about to hurt you, 
so it makes sense that animals de-
vote a good deal of their “neural real 
estate” to monitoring and protecting 
that space, Holt said.

GIVE ME 
SOME SPACE

WHAT GOES ON IN YOUR BRAIN WHEN PEOPLE INVADE 
YOUR PERSONAL SPACE?
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TEST YOUR 
BOUNDARIES
The length of this open 
magazine is 16 inches. 
That is close to what most 
people considered their 
intimate space.  Between 2 
and 3 magazine lengths is 
considered Personal space. 
4-12 open magazine lengths 
is considered your 
social space.
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PROXEMICS
prox·e·mics

noun
The branch of knowledge that deals with the amount of space that 

people feel it necessary to set between themselves and others.
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WHAT’S
“PERSONAL”
ABOUT 
PERSONAL 
SPACE?
While the concept of personal space 
and protecting it appears to be quite 
set in the brain, there’s still some 
variation in how people define their 
own personal space.
        The concept of personal space is 
something people develop over time, 
from childhood to adolescence to 
adulthood, Holt said. Once people ar-
rive at adulthood, they tend to have a 
somewhat set distance that they are 
comfortable with, Holt said. 
      In research from the 1960s, which 
still stands today, American anthro-
pologist Edward Hall identified four 
different “bubbles” to describe the 
space around a person, Holt said. 
The first bubble is considered “inti-

mate space” and extends, on average, 
about 18 inches (46 centimeters) from 
the body; it is generally reserved for 
family and a person’s closest friends. 
The second bubble, found between 
1.5 feet and 4 feet (0.46 to 1.2 m) from 
the body, is “personal space,” which 
friends and acquaintances may en-
ter. The third bubble, “social space,” 
extends from 4  to 12 feet (1.2 to 3.7 
m) from the body, on average, and 
is where interactions with new ac-
quaintances and strangers can take 
place. Beyond that is public space, 
which anyone can enter.
    But Holt noted that there are many 
factors that influence the size and 
flexibility of personal space, includ-
ing cultural influences, whether the 
person standing close to you is the 
same or opposite gender or of the 
same social status. 
     You know that feeling when you’re 
chatting with a perfectly pleasant 
stranger — maybe it’s at a network-
ing thing, or maybe they just want 
some help navigating the subway — 
and then they shift their weight so 
they’re just a bit closer, and all of a 
sudden a nice-enough conversation 
turns into something torturous that 
you can’t wait to escape?
     Having your personal space invad-

ed is a universally icky feeling, but as 
Christian Jarrett recently explained 
in BPS Research Digest, there’s no 
one universal threshold for discom-
fort — one person’s comfortable 
distance is another’s way-too-close, 
depending in part on personality, so-
cial anxiety, and how you feel about 
whomever you’re talking to. And in a 
study recently published in the Jour-
nal of Cross-Cultural Psychology, re-
searchers found that culture plays a 
role, too.
     The study authors recruited rough-
ly 9,000 volunteers in 42 different 
countries, showing them a graphic 
of two people and asking them to 
indicate the minimum distance they 
would need to feel comfortable with 
a stranger, an acquaintance, and a 
close friend.
    They found that people in Argentina 
and other South American countries 
do, in general, require less personal 
space than people from Asia. In some 
places, strangers were encouraged to 
stay away, but friends could crowd 
in close. In Romania, for example, 
strangers are supposed to keep their 
distance. But friends can creep close. 
In Saudi Arabia, people stand farther 
from their friends than Argentinians 
do with strangers. Hungarians want 

loved ones and strangers at arms 
length, or at least 75 centimeters.
  Cultures share some commonali-
ties. Women preferred more person-
al space from strangers than men in 
almost all of the countries studied. 
People living in warmer places tend-
ed to keep less distance than those in 
colder climes. And the older you are, 
the farther away you stand.
   These insights are interesting, ex-
perts say, because they help us un-
derstand social roles. “Cultural space 
tells us a lot,” Kathryn Sorrells, a pro-
fessor at California State University 
at Northridge, told NPR. “It tells us a 
lot about the nature of a relationship. 
So if someone comes more into your 
personal space than you are used to, 
you can often feel like, ‘What’s hap-
pening here?’ And it’s easy to misread 
what someone is actually communi-
cating if you only come from your 
cultural perspective.”

CANADA: 3.1 feet ROMANIA: 4.6 feetBULGARIA: 2.8 feetARGENTINA: 2.5 feet

PERSONAL SPACE IN 
DIFFERENT COUNTRIES
On average temperature was: in warm-
er countries, participants tended to be 
happier with smaller distances when 
chatting to strangers, perhaps because 
people feel socially closer in warmer 
climes, the researchers speculated; in 
contrast, when it came to intimate re-
lationships, it was colder countries that 
were happier with smaller distances, 
perhaps as a way to stay cozy!

WOMEN & ELDERLY 
VS EVERONE ELSE
Women amd elderly people also require 
more than average personal space in 
order to feel safe and secure. SAUDI ARABIA: 4.23 feet
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SEINFELD – THE RAINCOATS 
The episode was first shown on NBC on April 28, 1994.
“Close talker” -  Elaine brings her new boyfriend, Aaron (Judge Reinhold) up to the 
apartment. Aaron is a close-talker: a person who stands unusually close to others 
when speaking to them, in essence disrupting the person’s personal space. 

 DON’T BE A CLOSE TALKER




