Body language and Proximity

Case example - UK health care environment

Increasingly, because of multiculturalism you have non British people going into hospitals and dealing with receptionists who have been feeling rather threatened as overseas patients have become agitated. They’ve experienced them as becoming angry and aggressive and having load voices 

That might just because they come from a culture where showing emotion is more the norm?

First, it’s okay to show emotions, it is less so in the UK.

Secondly, louder voice tone.

Thirdly, problem of proximity. These particular examples are from cultures that prfer to stand closer to people they are talking to people they are talking to. With a large reception desk in the way the patients were beginning to lean over the desk, so the UK receptionist feeling threatened leading to a very difficult situation. 

Proximity is an interesting idea, isn’t it?

If you are having a conversation with somebody you need to feel conformable. For example, according to the experts, in Asia the usual distance between two people is three and a half to four feet, that’s quite a big gap. I suppose, if you think about bowling, there is a space there for bowing into. But then, if you take a culture like Spanish or Latin the typical distance is between twelve and eighteen inches. 

So, that is much, much closer. I saw a very interesting conversation once, between a Colombian boy and a Japanese girl, and the Japanese girl was moving away because presumably she was trying to find her own comfort space. 

That’s right. She was trying to get conformable so she could have the conversation, as was the Colombian who wanted to move closer in order for him to be comfortable. The result is a very strange sort of dance – one person moving backwards and the other person continuing to move forwards. 

And presumably, one person feeling rejected and the other person feeling threatened.

