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Opinion and Debate
Personal Space: Implications in patient-doctor relationship
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Personal space by definition is an approximate area
surrounding an individual in which other people should not
physically violate in order for them to feel comfortable and
secure.1 The idea comes from Edward T. Hall secondary to
influence from studies of behaviour of zoo animals.2 Personal
space may also be defined as the area immediately surrounding
the individual in which the majority of his interactions with
others take place; it has no fixed geographical reference points,
moves about with the individual, and expands and contracts
under varying conditions.3 A person's comfort zone is highly
variable and difficult to measure; the estimate is about 24.5
inches on side, 27.5 inches in front and 15.75 inches behind for
an average westerner.2 The concept of personal space varies
across the globe and in most cases it is culturally determined.
A number of other factors can influence the personal space like:
mood state, nature of relationship, illness, level of intimacy,
societal norms, gender, psychological make-up, population
density, housing architecture, race, ethnicity and social status.
As per research, amygdala deals with emotional reactions to
proximity to other people. It has been observed that those with
bilateral damage to their amygdala lack a sense of personal
space boundary. This finding was consistent with monkeys
with bilateral amygdala lesions.4 The amygdala may be
required to trigger the strong emotional reactions normally
following personal space violations, thus regulating
interpersonal distance in humans. Anthropologists noted that
human spatial use was an important variable in studying
cultural patterns. The psychiatric literature rarely refers to
space but it is used by psychotherapists in the therapeutic
sessions. It has been recorded that in certain schizophrenic
patients, personal space distance would be relatively
increased.5 From this observation, a hypothesis emerged that
each human being has, as part of his body-image, an internal
projection of the space immediately around him. This is called
body-buffer zone. The size, shape, and penetrability of this

buffer zone probably depend on immediate interpersonal
events, current ego and drive states, and the individual's
psychologic and cultural history.5When it comes to physician-
patient relationship, application of universal norm in terms of
personal space is applicable. Erosion of personal space in this
relationship comes under the subject of 'Boundary violations'
which the regulatory bodies of respective countries vehemently
disapprove under their ethical guidelines.6 In Pakistan, we
come across reports about personal intimacy with patients that
lead to bad reputation of the profession. There are vulnerability
factors among the patients like the psychiatric disorders,
transference phenomena, social circumstances, low I.Q. and
emotional immaturity. Likewise, doctors may also harbour
certain vulnerability factors like: personality traits,
promiscuous nature, alcohol/drug dependence, emotional
immaturity and social disinhibition. Media reports are replete
with the incidents of patient abuse by physicians and so far no
exemplary sanctions are carried out by the local medical
regulatory body that could deter such practices. 

In terms of general human behaviour, a number of
interesting studies were conducted. It was observed that the
use of personal space by persons in interactions involving
stigmatized individuals especially epileptics was that of less
proximate as compared to non-stigmatized individuals.7 In
terms of cultural influence, a study revealed that Anglo Saxons
used the largest zone of personal space, followed by Asians,
then Caucasians, the Mediterraneans and Latinos used the
shortest distance.8 A research suggests broadening of the
notion of social control beyond formal and informal human
resources to include the physical features of spaces. The said
study9 advises that inanimate objects and the spaces that
comprise them are informative for and relevant to behaviours
of human interactants. Having considered the findings of
studies and commentaries on different aspects of human
behaviour, the issue of social bindings and restriction are
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applicable in physician-patient relationships. It is important to
understand this issue in the local context. Cultural
permissiveness in warmer expression of emotions while
obliterating the personal space is not always the best thing to
follow. Hence, general awareness in this regard may prevent a
number of social complications in such situations. Is it
important for the local regulatory body to provide some
guidelines in terms of preserving the personal space in doctor-
patient relationship? Will incorporation of some
suggestions/recommendation in current good practice
guideline help? 
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