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Abstract 
This position paper reviews some of the origins of 
‘proxemics’ in HCI, and argues that although it may be 
a convenient construct for design, HCI researchers and 
designers should be aware that proxemics’ reliance on 
proximity between bodies ignores critical features 
identified in the EMCA (ethnomethodology and 
conversation analysis) literature, such as gaze, 
gestures, and talk that copresent people employ to 
achieve accountability in social interaction. Some of the 
pertinent literature is reviewed. 
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Introduction 
Proximity alone, although necessary for face-to-face 
interaction, is not a sufficient condition for meaningful 
social interaction. Goffman’s explication of situations in 
which members are merely copresent is instructive in 
this regard, i.e., situations in which we are “physically 
close enough to others to sense they are perceived and 
be perceived in this sensing of being perceived” [2]; 
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e.g., on public transportation, or as members of large 
crowds. Yet, it is the careful production and monitoring 
of glances and bodily conduct through which the we 
organize our bodies in the space as strangers or as 
fellow spectators, seeking or avoiding social 
encounters. Social situations are replete with 
purposeful and routinely produced mutual conduct that 
can range from talk to all sorts of work or social 
activities, including ones without talk. 

By analogy to the idea of proxemic interactions, just by 
being close to a thing (in the IoT-sense), doesn’t 
necessary mean I want to open it, start it, or use it. I 
may want to avoid an encounter as much as I would a 
fellow human. How would a proxemics-enabled device 
be able to tell the difference? What I want to do now 
and for which purpose remains incredibly hard for 
machines to predict. The inference of human intent 
remains a truly hard problem to solve.  

This position paper argues that designers should take 
care not to overestimate the value of the core idea of 
proxemics – that is, proximity as a resource in design. 
Although fortunately this simplification is in my reading 
absent of what may be termed the ‘proxemics in HCI’ 
literature, it is still worth making the point here, in 
order to set up a broader reflection on the literature 
concerned with social interaction.  

Origins of proxemics  
The notion of proxemics in design turns upon 
“strategies how the knowledge of people’s and devices’ 
proxemic relationships can be applied to interaction 
design” [5:493]. This design strategy is informed by 
Edward Hall’s proxemics theory set forth in his book 
“The Hidden Dimension” [3]. The book describes how 

people organize their bodies in space in relation to one 
another, and in doing so “mediate their interactions 
with other people around them” [5:493]. Perhaps less 
helpful for aspiring interaction designers is Hall’s 
concern with “use of space as a specialized elaboration 
of culture” [3], as a result of which Hall eschews 
detailed observations of practical action in favour of 
rather broadly brushed cultural comparison, and one 
that at times appears simplistic to the point of 
prejudicial, for example 

“Pushing and shoving in public places is characteristic 
of Middle Eastern Culture. Yet it is not entirely what 
American think it is (being pushy and rude) but stems 
from a different set of assumptions concerning not only 
the relations between people but how one experiences 
the body as well. Paradoxically, Arabs consider northern 
Europeans and Americans pushy, too.” [3:154]. 

Irrespective of such clumsy cultural comparisons, it is 
Hall’s ideas of “personal space” that his work is 
employed for in HCI, and one can see why, for it lends 
itself well to be appropriated for design guidelines, not 
least because it can be drawn neatly as concentric 
circles around a person (or an interactive object such 
as a public display). The idea is of course that proximity 
to the interactive object changes the way in which it 
presents itself to the onlooker, for example by 
increasing the afforded interactive fidelity with 
decreasing proximity. So far, so good, and so useful. 
However, this is arguably where the usefulness of Hall’s 
‘proxemics’ for interaction design ends.  

Proxemics in HCI 
A simplistic view of ‘proxemics’ is problematic for HCI 
as it grossly simplifies social conduct; it ignores other 



 

crucial dimensions, including haptics, kinesics (body 
movement, including gestures), vocalics 
(paralanguage) and chronemics (temporal order or 
sequentiality), and talk-in-interaction.  

Fortunately, proxemics in HCI rightfully extends beyond 
Hall’s early conception, to the point where the term 
‘proxemic interactions’ becomes a bit of a misnomer, as 
it encompasses more than proximity. Marquardt [5] for 
example cites the influence of Kendon’s work on F-
formation, which examines body orientations in space 
in relation to interpersonal communication [4]. 
However, in taking a single concept (F-formations) out 
of the context of Kendon’s project of ‘contextual 
analysis’ in order to apply it to design, Kendon’s holistic 
view of social interaction is lost from view. Although 
understandable from an engineer’s desire to simplify, a 
‘pick and mix’ approach to borrow concepts from the 
social interaction literature for exploitation in design 
necessarily trades off its original merit.   

From proximity to accountability  
My intention here is not to criticize this ‘borrowing 
approach’ per se, but to urge for care and 
circumspection not to loose sight of the ‘bigger picture’. 
Inasmuch as F-formations is one concept of a more 
coherent whole, the accounts in and through which 
members produce naturally accountable social conduct 
that is intelligible to the members of the setting are 
inextricably intertwined. It may be worth stressing here 
that members’ accounts are not just innate of the 
particular things members say in the course of 
interaction, but also in the particular bodily things 
members do, and include the materials that members 
use in the course of their doing. Members accounts 
make what is being done and how it is organised 

observable-and-reportable, as methodical property of 
interaction that anyone can see. However, the devil is 
in the detail. Whether or not an action is produced as 
see-able; whether or not the seeing of an action is in 
turn made available, critically shapes the course of 
interaction. Sudnow found for all types of settings that 
members make their actions available for glancing, and 
make available their monitoring of these settings 
through the visibility of their glancing [6]. Members 
accounts therefore are ubiquitous features of social 
settings, as Garfinkel has put it, 

“…members’ accounts, of every sort, in all their logical 
modes, with all of their uses, and for every method of 
their assembly are constituent features of the settings 
they make observable.” [1: 8]. 

Conclusion  
My intention has not been to critique proxemics in HCI, 
but to highlight relevant shortcomings of the original 
proxemics work from an EMCA perspective. My project 
here was to sensitise designers to the limitations of 
proximity as a core interaction design concept, by 
reviewing the EMCA perspective on how natural 
accountability is achieved through entangled and 
embedded bodily conduct and talk, which makes the 
extraction and exploitation for design of a single aspect 
of interaction (proximity of bodies) problematic. In 
doing so, I hope I was able to convince the workshop 
audience that it is our duty in HCI to critically question 
the theoretical backdrop(s) against which we develop 
design rationales such as ‘proxemic interactions’.  
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