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Abstract

Across a series of lab and field studies, with a total sample of over 1200 participants,

we investigate how the physical proximity between salespeople and customers can

impact store loyalty, purchase intentions, and actual spending. An initial survey

among a representative sample of retail salespeople reveals that they associate

close physical proximity between employees and customers with positive consumer

outcomes, an intuition that dovetails with prior research documenting the positive

influence of such proximity on purchase intentions, particularly in nonexpressive

consumption contexts. Contrary to this work, we demonstrate, across four studies

in which proximity was both measured and manipulated, that store loyalty, purchase

intentions, and actual spending behavior are negatively impacted when consumers

encounter a salesperson who is standing close by (vs. farther away), particularly in

expressive consumption contexts. Psychological discomfort mediates this effect,

such that consumers experience greater discomfort when a salesperson is standing

close by, which in turn decreases spending. Importantly, this phenomenon is mod-

erated by identity relevance, such that the negative influence of salesperson‐
customer proximity specifically emerges when consumers think about products in

terms of their ability to express their identities. These findings carry important

implications for retailers operating in expressive consumption contexts.

K E YWORD S
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Some thirty inches from my nose, the frontier of my

person goes. W.H. Auden

Conventional wisdom suggests that salespeople should maintain

close physical proximity to customers to demonstrate their atten-

tiveness, offer personal service, and close a sale. In fact, according to

a professional guide on personal selling, effective selling often in-

volves sticking to one's customers “like glue” (Smith &

Seymour, 2014, p. 194). However, will this retail strategy always be

associated with positive consumer outcomes? In the present re-

search, we systematically examine the downstream effects of

salesperson‐customer proximity in interpersonal retail settings.

In a pilot study (cf. Bellezza et al., 2014; Otterbring, 2020), using

a representative sample of 37 actual salespeople at a chain of
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sporting goods stores, we assessed beliefs regarding the benefits of

maintaining close physical proximity to one's customers. Specifically,

the salespeople were asked to indicate their agreement with the

statement: “Good consumer contact is characterized by proximity to

the customer” (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree). A one‐sample

t test revealed that their ratings were significantly above the mid-

point of 4.00 (M = 5.30; t(36) = 6.58, p < 0.001), indicating that

salespeople intuit that greater proximity to consumers is desirable,

even when it does not necessarily involve verbal interactions.1 This

belief seems reasonable considering recent research revealing the

positive impact of an employee's mere presence on consumer affect,

product evaluations, and purchase intentions (Otterbring & Lu, 2018;

Söderlund, 2016). In fact, Esmark and Noble (2018) recently found

that greater physical proximity between salespeople and customers

can enhance feelings of acceptance that in turn increases purchase

intentions. Taken together, prior research suggests that employees'

physical proximity to customers should produce favorable consumer

responses (e.g., Esmark & Noble, 2018; Jacob & Guéguen, 2012). But

is this really the whole story? Are there situations where such

proximity could create feelings of discomfort that repel customers?

In the current research, we measure and manipulate salesperson‐
customer proximity in both field and lab settings to investigate

conditions under which such proximity backfires and leads to nega-

tive consumer outcomes.

Our work is the first to document the financial consequences of

salesperson‐customer proximity in an actual retail setting. Specifically,

our key finding—that greater physical proximity significantly decreases

actual spending in expressive consumption contexts—diverges from

previous work, which has found that it can increase consumers' pur-

chase intentions, particularly when the product is framed as less ex-

pressive (Esmark & Noble, 2018). We believe this discrepancy arises

due to the type of products being examined (i.e., expressive vs. non-

expressive), and by extension, the degree to which identity relevance

has been made salient. As such, we aim to build on and extend Esmark

and Noble (2018) by examining when and how physical proximity

between salespeople and customers negatively impacts consumer

responses in the context of expressive consumption.

Specifically, while Esmark and Noble (2018) found preliminary

evidence that greater proximity can produce negative consumer

responses in the context of expressive products, their focus was on

nonexpressive products. Further, the expressive product that was

used in Studies 1 and 2 (i.e., nail polish) scored significantly below the

scale‐midpoint of 4.00 on expressiveness (M = 2.65, p. 493), revealing

that this product was not considered particularly expressive (the

products used in Studies 3–4 also received expressiveness ratings

below the midpoint of 4.00). These findings, combined with the fact

that negative reactions to proximity did not consistently emerge in

Esmark and Noble (2018), suggest that the potential downsides of

salesperson proximity in expressive consumption contexts remain

inconclusive.2

In what follows, we examine when and how greater proximity

between a salesperson and a customer elicits negative responses. In

doing so, we pinpoint the theoretical mechanism by showing that

psychological discomfort underlies the relationship between sales-

person proximity and actual consumer spending, while identifying

important boundaries of this phenomenon. More precisely, we find

that the negative impact of salesperson‐customer proximity on dis-

comfort and consumer responses specifically emerges when con-

sumers think about products in terms of their ability to express their

identities, but not when the products' performance and functionality

are in focus. As such, our conceptualization advances a more nuanced

understanding of when and how the physical proximity between em-

ployees and customers can influence consumers in the marketplace.

1 | CONCEPTUAL BACKGROUND

Past research has documented the positive impact of physical proxi-

mity on various interpersonal outcomes (e.g., Back et al., 2008;

Preciado et al., 2011). For example, Patterson and Sechrest (1970)

found that strangers are perceived to be friendlier when they are

seated closer to the target, while others found that proximity can

generate favorable social impressions (Fay &Maner, 2012; IJzerman &

Semin, 2009; Wang & Yao, 2016). In fact, such proximity can even

encourage people to part with their own money; passersby are more

likely to comply with a request for spare change under conditions of

greater proximity (Ernest & Cooper, 1974), and restaurant patrons tip

more frequently and generously when the server is standing close by

while taking their order (Jacob & Guéguen, 2012). Perhaps most

central to the current investigation, Esmark and Noble (2018) de-

monstrated that physical proximity to a salesperson can prompt

higher purchase intentions, an effect driven by feelings of acceptance.

In short, prior work suggests that greater proximity between custo-

mers and salespeople should promote positive consumer responses,

consistent with our pilot study examining salespeople's intuitions.

Importantly, it is worth noting that the increased purchase in-

tentions reported in Esmark and Noble (2018) specifically pertained

to products that are more utilitarian and relatively nonexpressive,

such as personal hygiene products and everyday groceries. Yet,

people buy and consume products not just for functional purposes

but also for more symbolic reasons like identity creation and ex-

pression (Belk, 1988; Shavitt et al., 2009; Thorbjørnsen et al., 2007).

Specifically, people regularly seek out products and brands that

1An anonymous reviewer raised concerns about the inferences that could be drawn from

the pilot study, given the proximity measure did not explicitly reference physical proximity.

As such, these results should be interpreted with appropriate caution.

2We contend that additional aspects of the studies conducted by Esmark and Noble (2018)

may have contributed to tentative findings regarding the negative impact of salesperson‐
customer proximity. For example, study 1 lacked a manipulation check for physical

proximity, while the remaining three studies did not appear to isolate the effect of physical

proximity from that of physical presence in the far salesperson condition: “As you continue

looking for your item, you check and are still alone in the area” (Esmark & Noble, 2018,

p. 484). Our research aims to reconcile these mixed findings in the context of expressive

consumption.
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enable them to express who they are (Ferraro et al., 2011; White &

Dahl, 2007), and certain products, such as clothing and cars, are

particularly conducive to signaling one's identity (Berger &

Heath, 2007; Chan et al., 2012; Guiry et al., 2006). Notably, sales-

people typically play an important role in promoting such products to

consumers (Otterbring et al., 2018).

In the current research, we contend that when products are more

central to and reflective of one's identity, which is typically the case in

expressive consumption contexts, people will be more prone to self‐
presentation concerns (Leary & Kowalski, 1990; Schlenker, 1980).

Consequently, these concerns should be particularly pronounced when

a salesperson is standing close by and could potentially observe and

evaluate customers' behavior (Argo et al., 2005; Jiang et al., 2013).

Indeed, when customers are motivated to express their own identities,

they typically distance themselves from other social entities to assert

their distinctiveness (Berger & Heath, 2007; Chan et al., 2012;

Griskevicius et al., 2006, 2009; Xu et al., 2012). Thus, we build on and

extend Esmark and Noble (2018) by examining when and how physical

proximity between salespeople and customers could negatively impact

consumer responses in the context of expressive consumption (e.g.,

clothing and apparel; Berger & Ward, 2010).

Further, while Esmark and Noble (2018) demonstrated that proxi-

mity can increase consumers' feelings of acceptance, it is also worth

noting that their effects were primarily observed among individuals who

considered retail employees part of their in‐group and placed greater

importance on being a part of this in‐group. However, a large body of

research has shown that consumers are often wary of salespeople's ul-

terior persuasion motives and view them as separate social entities with

different underlying goals (Campbell & Kirmani, 2000; Dahl et al., 2012;

Friestad & Wright, 1994; Main et al., 2007). In fact, the mere perception

of being watched by employees can reduce perceptions of privacy, with

negative downstream consequences for patronage intentions (Esmark

et al., 2017) and customer satisfaction (Esmark Jones et al., 2020), sug-

gesting that interactions with salespeople are not always positive.

Additionally, work on spatial invasion reveals that the en-

croachment of personal space can generate feelings of discomfort

(Altman, 1975; Luck & Benkenstein, 2015; Smith & Knowles, 1979),

especially when the physical distance between two individuals is

around 3 feet (≈85–100 cm) and below (Kroczek et al., 2020;

Thompson et al., 1979). Under these circumstances, further

intrusions of personal space, even by only half a foot (15 cm), evoke

high levels of discomfort (Welsch et al., 2019). Instead, people tend

to prefer distances of at least 6–8 feet (≈1.8–2.4 m) for dyadic in-

teractions with strangers, a preference that characterizes most

noncontact cultures like North America and Northern Europe, where

people generally express a greater desire for personal space (Evans &

Howard, 1973; Hall, 1966; Kroczek et al., 2020; Thompson

et al., 1979; but see Sorokowska et al., 2017).

Taken together, we predict that in the context of expressive con-

sumption, greater salesperson‐customer proximity will produce feelings

of psychological discomfort, which in turn will reduce store loyalty,

purchase intentions, and actual spending. Indeed, space intrusions can

be perceived as a self‐threat, which can induce discomfort and carry

downstream consequences for consumption (Saenger et al., 2020;

Thomas et al., 2017). Importantly, we predict that the negative impact

of salesperson proximity will only emerge when identity relevance is

salient. As such, we posit that when a salesperson is standing physically

closer to a customer in a more expressive consumption context, such

space violations will generate greater psychological discomfort, which in

turn will lead to negative consumer responses, but only when con-

sumers are thinking about products in terms of their ability to signal

their identities (Berger & Heath, 2007). More formally:

H1: Greater (vs. lower) salesperson‐customer proximity will have a

negative impact on store loyalty, consumer spending, and

purchase intentions.

H2: The negative impact of salesperson‐customer proximity on con-

sumer responses (H1) will be mediated by psychological

discomfort.

H3: The impact of salesperson‐customer proximity on discomfort and

consumer responses will be moderated by identity relevance,

such that these negative effects will only emerge when con-

sumers think about products in terms of their ability to express

their identities, but not when they think about products in terms

of their performance and functionality.

We test these hypotheses in a series of field and lab studies

across diverse samples including actual retail shoppers, online pa-

nelists, and undergraduate participants. Figure 1 depicts our con-

ceptual model.

Psychological Discomfort 

(Studies 2-4)

Conceptual Model

a
Measured (Study 1); Manipulated (Studies 2-4).

b
Store Loyalty (Study 1); Consumer Spending (Study 2); Purchase Intentions (Study 3-4).

Consumer Responsesb

(Studies 1-4)

Salesperson-Customer 

Proximitya (Studies 1-4)

Identity Relevance 

(Study 4)

F IGURE 1 Conceptual Model. aMeasured
(Study 1); Manipulated (Studies 2–4). bStore
Loyalty (Study 1); Consumer Spending (Study
2); Purchase Intentions (Studies 3–4)
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2 | STUDY 1: MEASURED PROXIMITY IN
THE FIELD

Study 1, which was conducted at a large sporting goods store in a

mid‐sized Northern European city, provides initial correlational

evidence for our predictions by focusing on consumers who in-

teracted with a salesperson before checking out. A total of 183

customers (59% female; median age = 45) fulfilled this criterion

and were included in the study. Notably, the store sells high‐end
sporting goods, thereby lending itself to a more expressive con-

sumption context.3

Customers were approached just before leaving the store and

were asked if they had any contact with store personnel aside from

the cashier. Those who qualified were invited to complete a brief

survey that assessed store loyalty and a set of proximity items as-

sociated with psychological discomfort. Store loyalty was measured

using two items representing customers' stated likelihood of re-

turning to the store and making a future purchase in the store (both

anchored at 1 = very unlikely, 7 = very likely), which were averaged to

form a composite store loyalty index (r = 0.95). Salesperson‐customer

proximity was measured using five items (adapted from Aiello

et al., 1979; Kaitz et al., 2004). These items captured the extent to

which the salesperson's proximity made customers feel un-

comfortable (all anchored at 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree):

(1) The salesperson's physical proximity to me prevented us from

having a good dialogue, (2) The distance between me and the

salesperson felt too close, (3) It felt like the salesperson intruded in

my physical comfort zone, (4) The salesperson stood so close that I

felt uncomfortable, and (5) It was impolite of the salesperson to

stand so close to me during our interaction, which were averaged to

create an index capturing customers' negative perceptions of phy-

sical proximity (α = 0.81). Note that items 1 and 5 referred to the

interaction between the salesperson and the customer, such that all

customers, including solo shoppers, could meaningfully respond to

these measures. For exploratory purposes, we also assessed the

shoppers' evaluations of the retail staff (i.e., their attitudes towards

the employees working in the store that particular day) using three

semantic differential items on 7‐point scales (bad/good, negative/

positive, and unfavorable/favorable), which were averaged to create

a salespeople evaluations index (α = 0.94).

While previous research found that women tend to react more

negatively to physical space violations compared to men (e.g.,

Ahmed, 1979; Fisher & Byrne, 1975; Hewitt & Henley, 1987), we did

not find any systematic gender differences in this or any of our

subsequent studies (see Web Appendix for details).

2.1 | Results and discussion

To investigate whether customers' negative perceptions of physical

proximity, and the ensuing feelings of discomfort, correlated with our

focal dependent measures, we conducted two bivariate correlation

analyses, consistent with the analytic approach advocated by

Griskevicius et al. (2012).

Results revealed significant negative relationships between

proximity perceptions and both these key customer outcomes. First,

providing preliminary correlational support for H1, customers' ne-

gative perceptions of physical proximity were significantly correlated

with their store loyalty ratings (r = −0.17, p = 0.019), such that con-

sumers who perceived that the salesperson was standing close‐by
expressed lower store loyalty. Second, customers' negative percep-

tions of physical proximity correlated with evaluations of the retail

staff (r = −0.15, p = 0.045), such that consumers who perceived that

the salesperson was standing close‐by evaluated the store's em-

ployees more negatively.

These findings suggest that customers and salespeople hold

markedly different beliefs about the optimal amount of personal

space that shoppers should be provided in the retail environment.

While our intuition‐based survey revealed that salespeople thought

that it would be a good idea to stand close to their customers,

consumers responded more negatively to such behaviors and ex-

pressed lower store loyalty if they perceived that the salesperson

was standing close‐by. Additionally, such negative perceptions of

proximity were associated with consumers' overall evaluations of the

retail staff. Although these correlations only reflect small‐to‐medium

effect sizes, it is important to note that salesperson‐customer

proximity could affect store loyalty, which could carry significant

long‐term consequences for the retailer (Funder & Ozer, 2019). Thus,

these preliminary findings highlight the relevance of salesperson‐
customer proximity for retail practice.

While Study 1 was conducted in an actual retail setting, we have

yet to provide causal evidence for our predictions. Moreover, two

limitations of Study 1 were that (a) we measured behavioral inten-

tions, which do not always align with actual behaviors (Chandon

et al., 2005), and (b) our proximity index did not cleanly disentangle

perceived proximity from psychological discomfort. To address these

limitations, in Study 2, we systematically manipulate salesperson

proximity to investigate whether manipulated, rather than measured,

salesperson proximity would elicit negative consumer responses

through reductions in actual spending behavior, and in Studies 3–4,

we explicate our proposed mechanism, psychological discomfort,

using empirically established measures.

3 | STUDY 2: MANIPULATED PROXIMITY
AND PROCESS EVIDENCE

The objectives of Study 2 are threefold. First, we document the real‐
world financial consequences of salesperson‐customer proximity by ex-

amining whether such proximity can influence consumers' actual

3A posttest (N = 41; 78% female) revealed that people do indeed associate products at

sporting goods stores with greater expressiveness. Participants rated the expressiveness of

products sold at sporting goods stores by completing five semantic differential items on

7‐point scales: “nonexpressive/expressive,” “unnoticeable/noticeable,” “invisible/visible,”
“inconspicuous/conspicuous,” and “dull/eloquent” (α = 0.86). A one‐sample t test confirmed

that the mean expressiveness rating was significantly above the midpoint of 4.00 (M = 4.57,

SD = 1.05; t(40) = 3.46, p = 0.001).
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spending (H1). Second, we aimed to elucidate the role of psychological

discomfort in driving the relationship between salesperson proximity and

consumer spending (H2). Given previous research has found that per-

sonal space violations can induce discomfort (Altman, 1975; Luck &

Benkenstein, 2015; Smith & Knowles, 1979), we predicted that such

discomfort will mediate the relationship between salesperson‐customer

proximity and consumer spending. Furthermore, we sought to examine

an alternative account based on persuasion knowledge, as it is possible

that the negative responses to salesperson proximity could be driven by

greater attributions of persuasive intent (Friestad & Wright, 1994). In-

deed, the activation of persuasion knowledge has previously been shown

to negatively impact product and brand evaluations (e.g., Kirmani &

Zhu, 2007; Main et al., 2007), so we examine the role that persuasion

knowledge could potentially play in shaping consumer spending.

One hundred twenty shoppers (57% female; median age = 38.5

years) at a large sporting goods store in Northern Europe participated

in a single factor (proximity: close vs. far) between‐subjects study in

exchange for a lottery ticket (valued at approximately $1) and a retail

coupon. Upon arrival, shoppers were approached by a male sales-

person confederate and were asked to evaluate a spring jacket.4

Following Argo et al. (2005), the confederate either stood approxi-

mately 2 feet (≈60 cm) or 8 feet (≈2.4m) away from the customer.

Whereas the former distance commonly falls within the personal

space zone and represents an appropriate interpersonal distance to

maintain among close friends (below 4 feet), the latter falls within the

social zone (4–12 feet) and reflects relationships that are more im-

personal in nature (Hall, 1966; McElroy et al., 1990), such as between

a customer and a salesperson. During the experiment, a research as-

sistant, who remained blind to the study hypotheses, unobtrusively

observed each salesperson‐shopper interaction and estimated the

physical distance between these individuals in 50 cm intervals. This

served as an objective manipulation check of physical proximity.

The salesperson confederate assisted shoppers as they tried on the

jacket, informing them of some of its key features (e.g., material, price,

available colors, and sizes). Following this interaction, shoppers were

approached by the same research assistant and invited to complete a

brief survey, using the same items and response format as in Study 1 to

examine the degree of proximity‐induced psychological discomfort dur-

ing the retail interaction. These items were averaged to create a psy-

chological discomfort index (α=0.91). Shoppers then responded to five

persuasion knowledge items that were adapted from Campbell and

Kirmani (2000) (e.g., “It was pretty obvious that the salesperson was

trying to make a sale,” anchored at 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly

agree), which were averaged to create a persuasion knowledge index

(α=0.87). Importantly, we expect that the negative consumer responses

to salesperson proximity will be driven by psychological discomfort

rather than attributions of persuasive intent. Furthermore, to comple-

ment the objective proximity manipulation check provided by the re-

search assistant, shoppers also responded to a single‐item measure

adapted from Esmark and Noble (2018), which was designed to gauge

more subjective assessments of salesperson proximity: The salesperson

stood very close when we talked (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree).

All manipulations were effective across studies and were verified by our

manipulation checks. For brevity, we report the manipulation check

analyses in the Web Appendix.

After shoppers completed the survey, they received the lottery

ticket and a coupon that was valid for a twenty percent discount on

any item that was purchased the same day. Importantly, each coupon

contained the shopper's unique identification number, which was

identical to the one found on his or her survey. To redeem the

coupon, shoppers were asked to turn it in at the cash register to

receive their discount, which the cashier then stapled to the receipt,

thereby enabling us to capture actual sales data.

3.1 | Results and discussion

3.1.1 | Spending

Consistent with H1, a one‐way analysis of variance (ANOVA) on the

actual amount spent in the store revealed a significant effect of

proximity, such that shoppers spent significantly less when the

salesperson maintained a close (vs. far) distance (Mclose = $19.26,

SD = 33.72 vs. Mfar = $35.19, SD = 51.28; F(1, 118) = 4.05, p = 0.047).5

3.1.2 | Psychological discomfort

The same analysis on psychological discomfort revealed a significant

effect of proximity, such that shoppers experienced significantly

greater discomfort when the salesperson maintained a close (vs. far)

distance (Mclose = 2.94, SD= 1.96 vs. Mfar = 1.67, SD= 1.00; F(1,

118) = 20.01, p < 0.001).

3.1.3 | Persuasion knowledge

The same analysis on persuasion knowledge revealed a significant

effect of proximity, such that shoppers were more likely to activate

persuasion knowledge when the salesperson maintained a close (vs.

4Consistent with previous field study approaches (Esmark & Noble, 2018; Esmark

et al., 2017), the confederate was one of the researchers, and hence was not blind to the

study hypotheses. However, we provide convergent evidence for this phenomenon across

our other studies. Specifically, Study 1 was a correlational field study where salespeople

remained blind to the research hypotheses, and Studies 3 and 4 featured an experimental

design that did not involve confederates. Taken together, our effects appear to be robust

across study paradigms and settings.

5The discrepancies in amount spent cannot be explained solely by different rates of making

a purchase, as we did not find a significant difference on this metric when the salesperson

maintained a close (48.33%) versus far distance (61.67%; χ2(1) = 2.16, p = 0.142), although

customers in the close condition were directionally less likely to make a purchase. However,

analyses based on binary dependent variables tend to have lower statistical power than

those based on continuous dependent variables given an equivalent sample size (e.g.,

Demidenko, 2007; Faul et al., 2009; Gomila, 2020). As such, the somewhat weaker results

on purchase incidence should be interpreted with appropriate caution.
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far) distance (Mclose = 2.54, SD = 1.56 vs. Mfar = 1.70, SD = 0.94; F(1,

118) = 12.93, p < 0.001).

3.1.4 | Mediation

Based on our conceptualization, the negative impact of salesperson

proximity on spending should be driven by psychological discomfort

rather than the activation of persuasion knowledge. To this end, we

conducted a mediation analysis by including psychological discomfort

and persuasion knowledge into the model as parallel drivers (Model

4; Hayes, 2018). Results revealed that psychological discomfort

emerged as a marginally significant driver of spending (b = 4.94, 90%

confidence interval [CI] = [0.27, 10.09]), whereas persuasion knowl-

edge did not (b = 0.76; 90% CI = [−3.23, 4.94]). Importantly, although

a 90% CI can be justified given our one‐tailed hypotheses (Cho &

Abe, 2013; Jones, 1954; Lakens et al., 2018), the indirect effect

through psychological discomfort was significant when included in

the model by itself (b = 5.60, 95% CI = [0.71, 11.53]). These results

suggest that psychological discomfort, rather than persuasion

knowledge activation, is the most plausible mechanism driving our

effect. Thus, H2 was supported.6

3.1.5 | Discussion

Across two studies conducted in a real‐world retail environment, we

found that consumers expressed lower store loyalty (Study 1) and

reduced their spending (Study 2) when they encountered a sales-

person standing close by (vs. farther away) while they shopped, a

pattern of results that held regardless of whether proximity was

measured or manipulated. Moreover, psychological discomfort ap-

pears to be the main driver of this phenomenon, suggesting that

attributions of persuasive intent does not appear to be the primary

psychological process underlying these results.

4 | STUDY 3: REPLICATION AND LINEAR
TREND EXAMINATION

Study 3 has three main objectives. First, we examine whether there

is a direct linear relationship between salesperson proximity and

consumer responses. While we have thus far focused on comparing

closer and farther distances, it remains unclear how consumers might

respond to intermediate levels of physical proximity and whether a

salesperson who is standing even farther away could yield

differential responses. To this end, we turn to the proxemics litera-

ture (Aiello & Aiello, 1974; Hall, 1966; McElroy et al., 1990) to

identify three distances, each representing a distinct personal space

zone (i.e., the personal, social, and public zone), to systematically

gauge the impact of salesperson proximity across these distances.

Specifically, we compare consumer responses at distances of 1–2

feet (≈30–60 cm), 5–6 feet (≈1.5–1.8m), and 13–14 feet (≈4–4.3 m).

Our close distance falls within the personal space zone, our medium

distance falls within the social zone (4–12 feet), and our far distance

belongs to the public zone (beyond 12 feet), which usually char-

acterizes formal speeches and passersby (Hall, 1966; McElroy

et al., 1990; Welsch et al., 2019). Note that the distinction between

the close and medium distance conditions is substantially smaller

than those examined in previous related work, which has typically

contrasted distances of 1 foot (30 cm) with distances of 10 feet

(≈3m; Esmark & Noble, 2018) or even 15 feet (≈4.6 m; Esmark Jones

et al., 2020). Our medium proximity condition arguably represents a

more typical interpersonal distance in retail settings, thus adding

further theoretical insights and strengthening the practical implica-

tions of our work.

Second, to provide convergent support for our two initial hy-

potheses (H1–H2), we conceptually replicate our proposed me-

chanism, psychological discomfort, in a more experimentally

controlled setting using empirically validated measures to capture

this aversive state (Jiang et al., 2013). Relatedly, while Studies 1 and

2 offered exceptional external validity, in Study 3, we examine

whether the sole provision of verbal information about the sales-

person's proximity is sufficient to elicit the phenomenon, thereby

isolating the role of salesperson proximity.

A total of 602 participants were recruited from an online panel

managed by CloudResearch to participate in a single‐factor (proxi-

mity: close vs. medium vs. far) between‐subjects study for payment.

Two individuals did not complete the survey and were excluded from

further analyses, yielding a final sample of 600 participants (53%

female; median age = 37 years).

Participants were presented with a hypothetical shopping sce-

nario, where they imagined they were at the mall shopping for a

jacket and decided to check out a sporting goods store (scenario

adapted from Campbell & Kirmani, 2000). When they entered the

store, they were greeted by a male salesperson named David, who

asked if they needed any assistance. After telling the salesperson

that they were simply browsing, they began looking around.

While browsing the section of the store with coats and jackets,

participants noticed that David, the same salesperson that had

greeted them earlier on, was busy folding clothes and organizing

displays. Participants in the close condition were told he was

standing just 1–2 feet away from them, those in the medium con-

dition were told he was standing 5–6 feet away from them, and those

in the far condition were told he was standing 13–14 feet away

from them.

After reading the scenario, participants were asked to indicate

whether they would make a purchase from this salesperson

(1 = definitely no, 7 = definitely yes), how likely they would be to make

6An anonymous reviewer asked us to clarify whether our underlying process occurred

primarily through psychological discomfort or alternatively, through perceptions of physical

proximity. Replacing our discomfort measure with the shoppers' subjective proximity per-

ceptions revealed no significant mediation of the proximity‐spending link, either in isolation

(b = 4.96, 95% CI = [−2.19, 14.49]) or in parallel with persuasion knowledge (b = 4.07, 95%

CI = [−3.51; 13.68]). These findings further underscore how psychological discomfort is the

most plausible mechanism underlying the pattern of results.
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a purchase from this salesperson (1 = not likely at all, 7 = very likely),

how interested they would be in making a purchase from this

salesperson, and how much they would want to make a purchase

from this salesperson (both anchored at 1 = not at all, 7 = very much

so), which we combined to form a purchase intentions index

(α = 0.96). Next, participants indicated to what degree they felt un-

comfortable, bothered, uneasy, and awkward during their shopping

experience (1 = not at all, 7 = very much; adapted from Jiang

et al., 2013), which we combined to form a psychological discomfort

index (α = 0.97). Afterward, participants responded to four items

capturing persuasion knowledge activation (1 = strongly disagree,

7 = strongly agree; adapted from Campbell & Kirmani, 2000): (1)

While I read the story, I thought it was pretty obvious that David was

trying to make a sale, (2) David's ultimate goal was to persuade me to

purchase something, (3) David wanted me to give more favorable

evaluations of the products, and (4) I am skeptical that David gen-

uinely wanted to help me, which we combined to form a persuasion

knowledge index (α = 0.78). Additionally, they responded to an item

capturing the presence of ulterior motives (also adapted from

Campbell & Kirmani, 2000): David had an ulterior motive for

standing in my vicinity (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). Fi-

nally, participants indicated how far away they thought the sales-

person was standing from them (1 = very close, 7 = very far away),

which served as a proximity manipulation check, before completing

demographic measures. See Web Appendix for the manipulation

check analyses.

4.1 | Results and discussion

4.1.1 | Purchase intentions

In further support of H1, a one‐way ANOVA on purchase intentions

revealed a significant main effect of proximity (F(2, 597) = 6.79,

p = 0.001, see Figure 2A). Participants were less inclined to make a

purchase when the salesperson maintained a close (vs. far) distance

(Mclose = 3.93, SD = 1.59 vs. Mfar = 4.46, SD = 1.32; F(1, 597) = 13.57,

p < 0.001), conceptually replicating prior studies. Importantly,

participants were also marginally less inclined to make a purchase

when the salesperson maintained a close (vs. medium) distance

(Mmedium = 4.18, SD = 1.37; F(1, 597) = 3.09, p = 0.079), indicating that

negative consumer responses can emerge even with smaller differ-

ences in proximity. Finally, participants were less inclined to make a

purchase when the salesperson maintained a medium (vs. far) dis-

tance (F(1, 597) = 3.68, p = 0.055), suggesting a direct linear re-

lationship between salesperson proximity and consumer reactions.

Indeed, a linear trend test was significant (F(1, 597) = 13.57,

p < 0.001).

4.1.2 | Psychological discomfort

The same analysis on psychological discomfort revealed a significant

main effect of proximity (F(2, 597) = 18.46, p < 0.001, see Figure 2B).

Participants experienced greater discomfort when the salesperson

maintained a close distance compared to a far (Mclose = 3.99, SD =

1.99 vs. Mfar = 2.82, SD = 1.81; F(1, 597) = 36.89, p < 0.001) or med-

ium distance (Mmedium = 3.38, SD = 1.96; F(1, 597) = 9.98, p = 0.002).

Furthermore, participants experienced great discomfort when the

salesperson maintained a medium (vs. far) distance (F(1, 597) = 8.43,

p = 0.004), also suggesting a direct linear relationship between

salesperson proximity and discomfort. Indeed, mirroring the findings

on purchase intentions, a linear trend test was significant (F(1,

597) = 36.89, p < 0.001).

4.1.3 | Persuasion knowledge

The same analysis on persuasion knowledge revealed a significant

main effect of proximity (F(2, 597) = 8.02, p < 0.001). Participants

were more likely to activate persuasion knowledge when the sales-

person maintained a close distance compared to a far (Mclose = 4.14,

SD = 1.39 vs. Mfar = 3.60, SD = 1.38; F(1, 597) = 16.04, p < 0.001) or

medium distance (Mmedium = 3.88, SD = 1.33; F(1, 597) = 3.72,

p = 0.054). Further, participants were more likely to activate per-

suasion knowledge when the salesperson maintained a medium (vs.

F IGURE 2 Study 3: Proximity on (A) Purchase Intentions, and (B) Psychological Discomfort. Error bars indicate SEs of the mean
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far) distance (F(1, 597) = 4.28, p = 0.039). A linear trend test was

significant (F(1, 597) = 16.04, p < 0.001).

4.1.4 | Presence of ulterior motives

The same analysis on presence of ulterior motives revealed a sig-

nificant main effect of proximity (F(2, 597) = 10.62, p < 0.001). Par-

ticipants were more likely to infer the presence of ulterior motives

when the salesperson maintained a close distance compared to a far

distance (Mclose = 4.32, SD = 1.96 vs. Mfar = 3.53, SD = 1.78; F(1,

597) = 17.29, p < 0.001), but were equally likely to infer the presence

of ulterior motives when the salesperson maintained a medium dis-

tance (Mmedium = 4.26, SD = 2.02; F < 1). Further, participants were

more likely to infer the presence of ulterior motives when the

salesperson maintained a medium (vs. far) distance (F(1,

597) = 14.44, p < 0.001). A linear trend test was significant (F(1,

597) = 17.29, p < 0.001).

4.1.5 | Mediation

Based on our conceptualization, the negative impact of salesperson

proximity on purchase intentions should be driven by psychological

discomfort rather than persuasion knowledge activation or ulterior

motives. To this end, we conducted a multicategorical mediation

analysis that simultaneously examined the close vs. far and close vs.

medium comparisons (Model 4; Hayes, 2018). In line with H2, results

revealed that the indirect effect of salesperson proximity on pur-

chase intentions through discomfort was significant for both the

close versus far (b = 0.48, 95% CI: [0.31, 0.66]) and close versus

medium comparisons (b = 0.25, 95% CI: [0.09, 0.42]). While the in-

direct effects through persuasion knowledge (b = −0.09, 95% CI:

[−0.17, −0.03]) and ulterior motives (b = 0.12, 95% CI: [0.05, 0.21])

were significant for the close versus far comparison, the same pat-

tern of results did not emerge for the close versus medium com-

parison for either persuasion knowledge (b = −0.04, 95% CI: [−0.10,

0.001]) or ulterior motives (b = 0.01, 95% CI: [−0.05, 0.07]). Im-

portantly, the standardized beta coefficients suggest that psycholo-

gical discomfort has the strongest impact on purchase intentions.

Additionally, the indirect effect through discomfort is also significant

for both comparisons when it is included in the model alone (close vs.

far: b = 0.52, 95% CI: [0.34, 0.70]; close vs. medium: b = 0.27, 95% CI:

[0.10, 0.45]).

4.1.6 | Discussion

Study 3 provides additional support for H1–H2 by simultaneously

comparing reactions to three different distances from the sales-

person, thereby elucidating the linear relationship between sales-

person proximity and consumer responses. Specifically, across three

distances that each represent a distinct personal space zone, we find

that customers became less inclined to make a purchase as the

salesperson maintained a closer distance to them, a pattern of results

driven by psychological discomfort. In doing so, we find the same

pattern of results using empirically established discomfort measures

in a more experimentally controlled setting, which attests to the

robustness of our phenomenon.

Importantly, Studies 1–3 were conducted in an expressive con-

sumption context (i.e., a sporting goods store), where identity‐
relevance is arguably more salient, given that purchases in this set-

ting would have likely enabled shoppers to express their identities.

This awareness, in turn, may have led to greater psychological dis-

comfort when a salesperson was standing close by and could po-

tentially observe their shopping behaviors. Accordingly, we predict

that the negative impact of salesperson proximity occurs when

products are framed as identity relevant, a boundary condition we

examine in our final study.

5 | STUDY 4: IDENTITY RELEVANCE
MODERATION

In our final study, we test whether the explicit activation of identity

relevance would moderate our focal effect, such that negative re-

actions to salesperson proximity specifically emerge when con-

sumers think about products in terms of their ability to signal who

they are, rather than their ability to perform functional tasks (H3).

Such moderation is plausible considering the inextricable associa-

tions between expressive consumption contexts and identity re-

levance (Chernev et al., 2011; Matherly et al., 2018). As a result, if a

salesperson encroaches on a customer's personal space when

identity‐relevant (vs. functionally‐focused) cognitions are salient,

shoppers should be particularly prone to self‐presentation concerns

and thus experience greater psychological discomfort (Argo

et al., 2005; Griskevicius et al., 2006; Jiang et al., 2013), which, in

turn, elicits more negative consumer responses (Berger &

Heath, 2007). Notably, this is a particularly conservative test of our

predictions given that we hold the purchase context itself constant

(i.e., a sportswear purchase) and systematically highlight the identity‐
signaling versus functional nature of products. Additionally, given

prior work demonstrating that the mere perception of being watched

can generate negative consumer responses (Esmark et al., 2017;

Esmark Jones et al., 2020), we hold salesperson gaze constant in this

study to isolate the impact of salesperson‐customer proximity. Fi-

nally, we aim to further rule out persuasion knowledge and ulterior

motives as alternative explanations for our results.

A total of 297 undergraduate students from a U.S. university

participated in a 2 (proximity: close vs. far) × 2 (prime: identity re-

levance vs. functional) between‐subjects study for partial course

credit. One participant had missing data on the key dependent

variables and was excluded from the analyses, yielding a final sample

of 296 participants (40% female; median age = 20 years).

Participants were informed that they would be completing two

(ostensibly unrelated) studies. First, they completed a “Product
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Ownership Survey” that was designed to prime identity relevance

and involved writing several sentences about their own possessions

(procedure adapted from Berger & Heath, 2007). Specifically, those

in the identity‐relevant condition were told to write about products

they own that express who they are to others around them, whereas

those in the functional condition were told to write about products

they own that perform a specific function. Participants were further

asked to explain why they decided to purchase those products.

Subsequently, participants were presented with a hypothetical

shopping scenario similar to Study 3's, where they imagined they were

at the mall shopping for a jacket and decided to check out a sports-

wear store. However, unlike Study 3, which relied solely on verbal

descriptions, participants in Study 4 were also presented with images

of the scenario to enhance realism of the guided visualization task.

Participants in the close condition were told the salesperson was

standing just one to two feet away from them, whereas those in the

far condition were told he was standing 7–8 feet away from them.

These distances are consistent with those used in Study 2 and extant

research investigating physical proximity in retail environments (Argo

et al., 2005). Each verbal description was accompanied by an image

depicting the salesperson's respective distance from the target.

After reading the scenario, participants completed the same

purchase intentions (α = 0.96), psychological discomfort (α = 0.95),

persuasion knowledge (α = 0.81), and presence of ulterior motives

measures as Study 3. Additionally, participants were asked to rate

their overall impressions of the salesperson by completing three

semantic differential items on 7‐point scales: “Very unfavorable/Very

favorable,” “Very unlikable/Very likable,” and “Very negative/Very

positive,” which were combined to form an index capturing sales-

person evaluations (α = 0.95). Finally, participants completed the

same proximity manipulation check as Study 3 before rating their

agreement with the following statements (1 = strongly disagree,

7 = strongly agree): (1) I thought about products I own that express

my identity to the people around me, and (2) I thought about pro-

ducts I own that perform a specific function, which served as ma-

nipulation checks for the identity relevance prime. See Web

Appendix for the manipulation check analyses.

5.1 | Results and discussion

5.1.1 | Purchase intentions

A 2 (proximity) × 2 (identity relevance) ANOVA on purchase inten-

tions revealed a marginal proximity × identity relevance interaction

(F(1, 292) = 2.72, p = 0.100; see Figure 3A). While the interaction did

not reach conventional levels of statistical significance, we per-

formed follow‐up planned contrasts to examine our study‐specific
predictions, as recommended by Meyvis and Van Osselaer (2018).

Consistent with H1, and replicating the results from prior studies

that focused on expressive consumption contexts, participants were

less inclined to make a purchase from the close (vs. far) salesperson

when the products were framed as identity relevant (Midentity,

close = 3.19, SD = 1.38 vs. Midentity, far = 3.67, SD = 1.26; F(1,

292) = 5.31, p = 0.022); however, this effect was nonsignificant when

the products were framed as functional (F < 1).

5.1.2 | Psychological discomfort

The same analysis on psychological discomfort revealed a significant

proximity × identity relevance interaction (F(1, 292) = 7.43, p = 0.007;

see Figure 3B). Planned contrasts revealed that participants experi-

enced greater discomfort around the close (vs. far) salesperson in the

identity relevant condition (Midentity, close = 4.44, SD = 1.56 vs. Mid-

entity, far = 3.82, SD = 1.56; F(1, 292) = 5.75, p = 0.017), but this effect

was nonsignificant and in fact directionally reversed in the functional

condition (Mfunctional, close = 4.01, SD = 1.59 vs. Mfunctional, far = 4.40,

SD = 1.59; F(1, 292) = 2.14, p = 0.144).

5.1.3 | Salesperson evaluations

The same analysis on salesperson evaluations revealed no significant

main effects or interaction (all p > 0.34). As such, while salesperson‐
customer proximity was negatively associated with overall

F IGURE 3 Study 4: proximity × identity relevance on (A) purchase intentions, and (B) psychological discomfort. Error bars indicate SEs of

the mean
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evaluations of the retail staff (Study 1), it did not negatively influence

participants' evaluations of the specific salesperson involved in the

interaction.

5.1.4 | Persuasion knowledge

The same analysis on persuasion knowledge revealed no significant

main effects or interaction (all p > 0.31).

5.1.5 | Presence of ulterior motives

The same analysis on presence of ulterior motives revealed no sig-

nificant main effects or interaction (all p > 0.81).

5.1.6 | Moderated mediation

Finally, we conducted a moderated mediation analysis (Model 8;

Hayes, 2018) to test our proposed mediation path, whereby psy-

chological discomfort, rather than persuasion knowledge or ulterior

motives, mediates the effect of salesperson proximity on purchase

intentions, contingent on identity relevance. In support of H3, the

index of moderated mediation for discomfort was significant

(b = 0.30, 95% CI = [0.08, 0.55]). In the identity relevant condition,

replicating prior studies, the indirect effect of salesperson proximity

on purchase intentions through discomfort was significant (b = 0.18,

95% CI = [0.04, 0.36]), corroborating H2, but in the functional con-

dition, it was not (b = −0.11, 95% CI = [−0.27, 0.05]). Importantly, the

indirect effects through persuasion knowledge activation and

the presence of ulterior motives were not significant in either the

identity relevant condition (persuasion knowledge: b = 0.05, 95%

CI = [−0.04, 0.16]; ulterior motives: b = 0.01, 95% CI = [−0.05, 0.07])

or the functional condition (persuasion knowledge: b = −0.01, 95%

CI = [−0.10, 0.08]; ulterior motives: b = 0.00, 95% CI = [−0.06, 0.06]),

thereby further ruling out these alternative accounts.

5.1.7 | Discussion

Study 4 provides additional support for our conceptualization by

showing that the negative impact of salesperson proximity im-

portantly hinges on the nature of the consumption context, such that

this phenomenon emerges when consumers are primed to think

about the identity‐signaling capabilities of their purchases, but not

when people are prompted to think about the functional aspects of

their purchases. Additionally, using more empirically validated mea-

sures (Jiang et al., 2013), we again demonstrate that psychological

discomfort underlies these effects, thereby highlighting the robust-

ness of our findings. In so doing, we also further rule out the acti-

vation of persuasion knowledge and the presence of ulterior motives

as alternative explanations for our effects, showing that the

experience of psychological discomfort, rather than attributions of

persuasive intent or ulterior motives, is responsible for driving ne-

gative consumer responses to salesperson‐customer proximity.

6 | GENERAL DISCUSSION

Salespeople intuitions and books on personal selling both suggest

that maintaining close physical distance to one's customers is de-

sirable. However, across four studies with a total sample of over

1200 participants, we demonstrate that the presence of a sales-

person standing close by (vs. farther away) significantly decreases

store loyalty, purchase intentions, and actual spending in expressive

consumption contexts. This effect is robust across ecologically valid

settings and controlled lab conditions and holds regardless of whe-

ther salesperson‐customer proximity was measured or experimen-

tally manipulated. Further, we find that even intermediate levels of

proximity can produce negative consumer responses compared to

farther interpersonal distances in expressive consumption settings.

Results reveal psychological discomfort as the underlying mechan-

ism, an effect moderated by identity relevance. In other words,

consumers experience greater discomfort and respond more nega-

tively to a salesperson who is standing close by (vs. farther away), but

importantly, this effect specifically emerges when consumers are

thinking about products in terms of their ability to express their

identities, not when the products' functional features are highlighted.

Our research makes four key contributions. First, we document

the real‐world financial consequences of salesperson‐customer

proximity. While the extant literature has explored how consumers

are affected by aspects of the retail environment related to physical

proximity, such as narrow in‐store aisles (Levav & Zhu, 2009), social

crowding (Maeng et al., 2013), population density (Matherly

et al., 2018), and interpersonal distances from other customers (Argo

et al., 2005), we are the first to document the (negative) impact of

salesperson‐customer proximity on actual spending. Importantly, our

findings diverge from previous related research, which has docu-

mented the benefits of maintaining proximity to one's customers

(Esmark & Noble, 2018). We contend that these divergent findings

can be attributed, at least in part, to the distinct consumption con-

texts being examined (expressive vs. nonexpressive) and the corre-

sponding nature of the products in question (i.e., identity relevant vs.

functional).

Second, given that our research elucidates psychological dis-

comfort as the underlying process driving our effects, while si-

multaneously identifying identity relevance as a theoretically

relevant moderator, the current findings enhance our understanding

of when and how physical proximity between salespeople and

shoppers can negatively influence key customer outcomes.

Third, unlike prior work in this area that has only examined the

divergent influence of two personal space zones on consumer out-

comes (e.g., Argo et al., 2005; Esmark & Noble, 2018; Esmark Jones

et al., 2020; Jacob & Guéguen, 2012; Xu et al., 2012), we investigated

consumer responses to salesperson‐customer proximity across three
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distinct personal space zones (i.e., the personal, social, and public

zone) and uncover a linear relationship between the two. Interest-

ingly, our findings suggest that the most positive consumer re-

sponses occur in the largely overlooked public zone, even compared

to the more common social zone in which most interactions with

salespeople take place. These results indicate that spacious inter-

personal distances may be even more essential in expressive con-

sumption contexts than what has previously been assumed.

Additionally, our results contribute to a growing body of litera-

ture highlighting systematic discrepancies between intuition‐based
managerial beliefs and actual consumer reactions (e.g., Kristensson

et al., 2017; Otterbring et al., 2018). Specifically, despite the belief

held by retail personnel that remaining in consumers' immediate

vicinity is desirable, our research demonstrates that such a strategy

could backfire and produce negative consumer responses, such as

reduced store loyalty and decreased spending. More broadly, the

present work addresses multiple calls for research to examine

marketing‐relevant topics “in the wild,” using real consumers and

actual behavioral outcomes to capture the focal dependent variables

of interest (e.g., Gneezy, 2017; Li et al., 2015; List, 2011; Morales

et al., 2017; Otterbring et al., 2020; Pham, 2013).

From a managerial perspective, our results suggest that sales-

people should receive proper training on how much personal space

to provide shoppers, as offering too little personal space may inad-

vertently repel consumers in certain situations. Specifically, retail

personnel should be trained to maintain a sufficient amount of space

between themselves and their customers, particularly for retailers

specializing in more identity‐relevant and expressive products (e.g.,

clothing). Such an approach differs markedly from earlier scholarly

recommendations (e.g., Esmark & Noble, 2018), which focused on

nonexpressive consumption settings, as well as salespeople's own

intuitions, who have espoused the benefits of maintaining close

distances to their customers.

Notably, given our studies were conducted in individualistic,

noncontact cultures such as North America and Northern Europe,

where people generally value and appreciate their own personal

space (Hall, 1966; Høgh‐Olesen, 2008), it is possible that the nega-

tive impact of salesperson‐customer proximity could be attenuated

or even reversed in other cultures. Indeed, in collectivistic, high

contact cultures such as Latin America, Southern Europe, and East

Asia, people tend to ascribe less importance to personal space and

prefer to be in closer proximity of one another (Sorokowska

et al., 2017). Thus, a fruitful avenue for future research would be to

explore the potentially moderating role of culture (e.g., contact vs.

noncontact) in shaping consumer responses to salesperson‐customer

proximity. Additionally, given the social distancing guidelines man-

dated by public health officials since the onset of the COVID‐19
pandemic, it would be interesting to examine whether and how the

effects we have documented could shift as the norm of maintaining a

safe distance between oneself and others becomes more common-

place (Otterbring, 2021; Roggeveen & Sethuraman, 2020). Indeed,

research on the downstream effects of physical proximity on cus-

tomers' purchase behavior is likely prone to contextual sensitivity

(Van Bavel et al., 2016) and may thus vary not only as a function of

culture, but also due to pandemic‐induced societal norms. While we

would expect the negative impact of salesperson‐customer proximity

to be even more pronounced in a postpandemic society, making this

a rather conservative test of our predictions, future research should

examine how this phenomenon might shift over time across cultures.

Another interesting avenue for future research would be to in-

vestigate when and why consumers experience discomfort as a result

of salesperson proximity and what psychological processes could

potentially account for this aversive state. We contend that self‐
presentation concerns and perceived self‐threats are two potential

explanations for why salesperson proximity generates negative

customer responses in expressive (vs. nonexpressive) consumption

contexts. Although several scholars have attempted to capture these

processes via self‐report (Granulo et al., 2019; Zwebner &

Schrift, 2020), it should be noted that they are often assumed to

operate at a subconscious level, implying that self‐report measures

may not always be the best way to capture these underlying me-

chanisms (Griskevicius & Kenrick, 2013; Lisjak et al., 2015; Mandel

et al., 2017; Proulx & Heine, 2010). As such, future work could

supplement self‐report measures with physiological indicators fol-

lowing encroachment of customers' personal space, including pupil

dilation, galvanic skin conductance, and heart rate.

Finally, the retail layout likely plays an important role in shaping

the impact of salesperson proximity, so consumer reactions to a

physically close salesperson and may therefore depend on, for in-

stance, whether the service encounter takes place in a store char-

acterized by narrow or wider spaces (Levav & Zhu, 2009). It is

possible that the downsides of close interpersonal distances could

either be attenuated or further exacerbated in shopping settings

where salesperson‐customer proximity is clearly required by the

store layout. Future research should address this possibility. While

additional scholarly work is required to gain a deeper understanding

of the proximity effects reported herein, the present research re-

presents an important first step in uncovering the impact of

salesperson‐customer proximity on consumers' actual spending in

expressive consumption contexts.
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Manipulation check results, Study 2

A one‐way ANOVA on the observer's estimated distance between

the salesperson and the shopper revealed a significant effect of

proximity (F(1, 117) = 1143.01, p < 0.001), such that the estimated

distance between the salesperson and the consumer was approxi-

mately 2 feet in the close condition (Mclose = 58 cm, SD = 18 cm) and

approximately 8 feet (Mfar = 232 cm, SD = 36 cm) in the far condition.

The same pattern of results emerged when we assessed shop-

pers' subjective proximity perceptions (F(1, 118) = 18.83, p < 0.001),

such that the salesperson was perceived to be standing closer to

them in the close condition (Mclose = 5.58, SD = 1.74) compared to the

far condition (Mfar = 4.15, SD = 1.88). We note that the observer's

distance ratings were almost identical to those used by Argo et al.

(2005) and corroborated shoppers' own subjective assessments of

salesperson proximity, thereby validating the effectiveness of our

proximity manipulation.

Manipulation check results, Study 3

A one‐way ANOVA on the proximity manipulation check revealed the

predicted main effect of proximity (F(2, 597) = 179.94, p < 0.001). The

salesperson was perceived to be standing closer when he maintained a

close distance compared to a medium (Mclose = 1.67, SD = 0.82. vs.

Mmedium = 3.07, SD= 1.26; F(1, 597) = 155.65, p < 0.001) or far distance

(Mfar = 3.75, SD= 1.23; F(1, 597) = 346.20, p < 0.001). The salesperson

was perceived to be standing closer when he maintained a medium (vs.

far) distance (F(1, 597) = 37.21, p < 0.001). Overall, these results verify

the effectiveness of our proximity manipulation.

Manipulation check results, Study 4

A 2 (proximity) × 2 (identity relevance) ANOVA on the proximity

manipulation check revealed the predicted main effect of proximity

(F(1, 292) = 140.95, p < 0.001; Mclose = 1.95, SD = 0.94 vs. Mfar = 3.43,

SD = 1.20), verifying the effectiveness of our manipulation. Results

also revealed a marginal main effect of identity relevance (F(1,

292) = 2.74, p = 0.099; Midentity = 2.79, SD = 1.37 vs. Mfunctional = 2.59,

SD = 1.23) and a significant proximity × identity relevance interaction

(F(1, 292) = 3.88, p = 0.050). While the close (vs. far) salesperson was

perceived to be standing closer to participants in the functional

condition (Mfunctional, close = 1.97, SD = 0.96 vs. Mfunctional, far = 3.20,

SD = 1.16; F(1, 292) = 48.37, p < 0.001), this difference was even

more pronounced in the identity relevant condition (Midentity, close =

1.93, SD = 0.92 vs. M
identity, far

= 3.65, SD = 1.20; F(1, 292) = 97.12,

p < 0.001).

A 2 (proximity) × 2 (identity relevance) ANOVA on the identity

relevance manipulation check revealed the predicted main effect

of identity relevance (F(1, 292) = 42.78, p < 0.001; Midentity = 5.19,

SD = 1.40 vs. Mfunctional = 3.96, SD = 1.82), verifying the effective-

ness of our manipulation. Results also revealed a marginal proxi-

mity × identity relevance interaction (F(1, 292) = 3.24, p = 0.073).

While participants in the far condition were more likely to think

about the identity‐expressing nature of products after completing

the identity (functional) prime, (Midentity, far = 5.01, SD = 1.49 vs.

Mfunctional, far = 4.12, SD = 1.97; F(1, 292) = 11.32, p < 0.001), this

difference was even more pronounced in the close condition

(Midentity, close = 5.36, SD = 1.28 vs. Mfunctional, close = 3.79, SD = 1.65;

F(1, 292) = 34.53, p < 0.001).

A 2 (proximity) × 2 (identity relevance) ANOVA on the functional

manipulation check revealed the predicted main effect of identity

relevance (F(1, 292) = 14.47, p < 0.001; Midentity = 4.94, SD = 1.45 vs.

Mfunctional = 5.55, SD = 1.29), verifying the effectiveness of our ma-

nipulation. None of the other effects were significant (p > 0.17).

Ruling out gender as a moderator, Study 1

In addition to the bivariate correlation analyses reported in the main

manuscript, we conducted additional regression analyses (Model 1;

Hayes, 2018) to rule out gender as a potential moderating variable

and to establish the generalizability of our phenomenon. Specifically,

we regressed each of our focal outcome variables (store loyalty and

salespeople evaluations) on our proximity measure, gender, and their

interaction.

The regression‐based analyses produced similar results as those

reported in the main manuscript. Customer gender did not sig-

nificantly affect store loyalty (b = −0.13, t = −1.43, p = 0.156). How-

ever, in further support of H1, our proximity measure significantly

predicted store loyalty (b = −0.13, t = −2.32, p = 0.021). Moreover,

customer gender did not moderate the proximity‐store loyalty link

(b = −0.04, t = −0.36, p = 0.717), suggesting that gender is unlikely to

account for our findings. Customer gender (b = −0.33, t = −3.15,

p = 0.002) and salesperson proximity (b = −0.13, t = −1.99, p = 0.048)

significantly predicted salespeople evaluations, such that female (vs.

male) shoppers formed more favorable evaluations of the store

employees, as did customers who perceived that the salesperson was

standing farther away (vs. close‐by). Critically, customer gender did

not moderate the proximity‐salespeople evaluations link (b = −0.10,

t = −0.70, p = 0.484), thus further ruling out a gender account as the

main driver of our results.

Ruling out gender as a moderator, Study 2

As requested by an anonymous reviewer, we examined potential

gender differences by conducting a series of 2 (proximity) × 2

(shopper gender) ANOVAs on our focal variables. Shopper gender

did not interact with physical proximity on spending (F < 1), psy-

chological discomfort (p = 0.259), nor did it significantly interact with

persuasion knowledge activation (p = 0.310). Furthermore, the in-

clusion of shopper gender as a covariate in the mediation analyses

did not change the pattern and significance of our results. Thus,
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consistent with Study 1, shopper gender does not appear to strongly

impact our findings. We thank the reviewer for this suggestion.

Ruling out gender as a moderator, Study 3

Similar to previous studies, we examined potential gender differ-

ences by conducting a series of 3 (proximity) × 2 (participant gender)

ANOVAs on our focal variables. Participant gender did not sig-

nificantly interact with physical proximity on purchase intentions

(F < 1) or psychological discomfort (p = 0.367), nor did it significantly

interact with persuasion knowledge activation (p = 0.068) or in-

ferences of ulterior motives (F < 1). Furthermore, the inclusion of

gender as a covariate in the mediation analyses did not change the

pattern or significance of our results, again suggesting that gender is

unlikely to play a major role in shaping our findings. Of note, three

participants did not specify their gender and were excluded from

these analyses.

Ruling out gender as a moderator, Study 4

As in our former studies, we examined potential gender differences

by conducting a series of 2 (proximity) × 2 (identity relevance) × 2

(participant gender) ANOVAs on our focal variables. Results revealed

no three‐way interactions for purchase intentions (p = 0.252), psy-

chological discomfort (p = 0.170), salesperson evaluations (F < 1),

persuasion knowledge (F < 1) or inferences of ulterior motives (F < 1).

Furthermore, the inclusion of gender as a covariate in the moderated

mediation analyses did not change the pattern or significance of our

results, yet again suggesting that gender is unlikely to play a major

role in shaping our findings.
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