
Types of Nonverbal Communication

107

between ourselves and others depends on our cultural learning, our upbringing in our families, the 
specific situation, and our relationship with the people to whom we’re talking. Though the physical 
distance we want between ourselves and others does vary, Hall reports the range is fairly consistent 
for most people in North America (see Table 4.1).

Table 4.1  Proxemics 

Distance Description Voice

Intimate Touching to 
18 inches

Private situations with people who are emotionally close. If others 
invade this space, we feel threatened.

Whisper

Personal 18 inches to 
4 feet

The lower end is handshake distance—the distance most couples 
stand in public.

Soft voice

Casual 4 feet to 12 
feet

The lower end is the distance between salespeople and customers 
and between people who work together in business.

Full voice

Public Greater than 
12 feet

Situations such as teaching in a classroom or delivering a speech. Loud 
voice

Source: Adapted from E. T. Hall (1959).

Experience shows that these 
distances vary in diverse cultures. 
In India, there are elaborate rules 
about how closely members of each 
caste may approach other castes, and 
Arabs of the same sex stand much 
closer than North Americans. North 
Americans in an elevator maintain 
personal space if the physical space 
permits it. An Arab entering an eleva-
tor may stand right next to another 
person and be touching even though 
no one else is in the elevator. 

Queuing means how you form 
a line while waiting. The traditional 
first-come, first-served line was typi-
cal in 19th century France, but today, 
along with the Italians and Span-
iards, the French are among the least 
queue-conscious in Europe. Until 
recently, the British were known to stand in queues for taxis, for food, and for tickets. Even in shops 
and pubs, customers were served in order. The practice may be dying in Great Britain, but people in 
the United States still stand in line—usually—and have elaborate “rules of queuing” (e.g., “cutting in 

We learn how close to stand to another person in our culture. 
Standing too close or too far away from what we learn is 
appropriate can create an intercultural communication barrier. 
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