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Field dependence and interpersonal distance
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Undergraduates were tested for field dependence on the rod-and-frame apparatus (Experi-
ment 1) or the embedded-figures test (Experiment 2). Thirty-one field-dependent (12 male,
19 female) subjects and 35 field-independent (21 male, 14 female) subjects had the distance
between themselves and a male or female confederate of the experimenter measured on an
interpersonal distance mat. Although results of both experiments did not yield significant
results, when data were combined, results supported the hypothesis that field-dependent per-
sons stood closer to the confederate than did field-independent persons. Results were explained
in terms of different cognitive styles relying on different information in the environment.

A number of individual difference measures have
been shown to influence interpersonal distancing. For
example, extroverts maintain closer interpersonal dis-
tances than introverts (Cook, 1970; Patterson & Holmes,
1966), and individuals low in anxiety maintain closer
distances than those high in anxiety (Karabenick &
Meisels, 1972). Such studies might imply that individuals
confident and eager to interact with the social and physi-
cal environment are “attuned” to that environment and
thus are willing to interact with others at relatively close
distances. On the other hand, those less confident, or
those who perhaps are more secure with less interaction
with their social and physical surroundings, maintain
greater distances between themselves and others.

A concept that may relate to this idea is that of
cognitive style. Research on cognitive style has shown
that field-dependent persons tend to rely on the environ-
ment as a primary referent in perceptual judgments,
whereas field-independent persons rely on some internal
referent in making judgments (Witkin, Dyk, Faterson,
Goodenough, & Karp, 1974). Other research shows that
these cognitive styles influence interpersonal behaviors.
For example, Busch and DeRidder (1973) found that
field-dependent subjects were more influenced by
opinions of others with whom they interacted than were
field-independent subjects. Moreover, descriptions of
field-dependent subjects given by themselves and others
contain such terms as friendly, considerate, warm, and
affectionate. In contrast, field-independent subjects
are described by themselves and others as ambitious,
interested in power, and manipulative of other people
(Elliot, 1961; Loveless, 1972).

Consistent with this research, it might be expected
that cognitive style would influence interpersonal dis-
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tancing. Field-dependent persons, who rely on the
environment and are perhaps more sociable, would be
expected to interact at closer distances than field-
independent persons, who rely less on the environment.
The present study reports two experiments that sought
to test this hypothesis.

EXPERIMENT 1

Method

The subjects were 35 male and 47 female general psychology
students whose participation satisfied part of a course require-
ment. Each subject was tested for field dependence using the
rod-and-frame apparatus. The subject was then led to another
room, and the distance between the subject and a confederate
of the experimenter was measured on an interpersonal distance
mat (Barnard & Bell, 1982). A confederate (male or female)
stood at one end of the mat and the subject walked toward the
person, stopping when the subject felt that any closer would be
uncomfortable. The mat was wired such that distance in inches
could be read in another room.

Results

Of the 82 subjects, only 25 could be classified as
field dependent (4 males, 8 females) or field independent
(10 males, 3 females). A sex of subject x field depen-
dence factorial analysis of variance revealed no signifi-
cant effects, including the main effect for field depen-
dence [F(1,21) = 291, p < .10]. Field-dependent
persons maintained an average distance of 10.00 in.
(25.40 cm) [SD = 3.70 in. (9.32 cm)] from the confed-
erate, whereas field-independent persons maintained an
average distance of 15.23 in. (38.69 cm) [SD = 1.82in.
4.59 cm)]. Experiment 2 was conducted to examine the
reliability of these means.

EXPERIMENT 2

Method

The subjects were 41 general psychology students who
completed a course requirement by participating in the study.
The cognitive style of each subject had been classified pre-
viously using the embedded-figures test; 22 subjects (11 males,
11 females) were classified as field independent, and 19 subjects
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(9 males, 10 females) were classified as field dependent. Upon
arriving at the experimental room, each subject approached a
confederate of the experimenter, and the distance between them
was measured on the interpersonal distance mat.

Results

A 2 x 2 x 2 analysis of variance was conducted, with
factors of sex of subject, sex of confederate, and field
dependence. Again, none of the effects was significant,
including the main effect for field dependence [F(1,33)
= 2.67, p < .15]. Field-dependent persons maintained
an average of 12.47 in. (31.67 cm) [SD = 205 in.
(5.17 cm)] from the confederate, and field-independent
persons averaged 14.64 in. (37.19 cm) [SD = 4.48 in.
(11.29 cm)].

Because the results of both experiments had similar
trends, they were combined in a 2 x 2 x 2 x 2 analysis
of variance, with factors of sex of subject, sex of con-
federate, field dependence, and experiment (1 or 2).
The results indicated that field-dependent persons
stood significantly closer [F(1,50) = 6.19, p < 05]
to the confederate [mean = 11.52 in. (29.26 c¢m); SD =
3.03 in. (7.64 c¢m)] than did field-independent persons
[mean = 14.86 in. (37.74 cm); SD = 3.77 in. (9.50 cm)] .
The sex of subject x sex of confederate x experiment
interaction was also significant [F(1,50) =4 .48,p<.05].
The results of a Newman-Keuls test indicated no signifi-
cant differences between the means. No other main
effects or interactions were significant.

DISCUSSION

The results lend support to the proposal that field-dependent
persons maintain closer distances to other persons than do
field-independent persons, although the magnitude of the effect
appears to be small (n?> = .088). This finding is consistent with
research by Justice (1970), who found that field-dependent
subjects stood significantly closer to the experimenter while
presenting a topic orally than did field-independent subjects.
Justice theorized that oral presentation of a prepared topic was
a stressful situation and that field-independent persons saw
themselves as a means of reducing the resulting anxiety, whereas

field-dependent subjects saw the experimenter as the source of
anxiety reduction, which resulted in a difference in distancing
preference. The present study found the same relationship in
distancing in a very different situation. If anything, approach-
ing a complete stranger should be anxiety provoking, and there-
fore closer distances could not be interpreted as anxiety reduc-
ing for either cognitive style. Thus, reducing stress or anxiety
may not explain distance preferences of field-dependent or
field-independent persons. Rather, these distance differences
may be simply a matter of differences in reliance upon informa-
tion in the environment. That is, field-dependent individuals
may be more reliant upon information in the environment,
and therefore may approach others more closely than field-
independent individuals in order to use that information more
thoroughly.
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