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We found that feelings of closeness are shaped by people’s orientation: Holding objective distance constant, people feel

psychologically closer to objects when they are moving toward (versus away from) them. Past research adopted a static approach,

conceptualizing objects as stationary; we consider the dynamics of people in navigating their environments.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Mounting research on the psychology of spatial distance has 

articulated the manifold ways in which feeling closer or farther 
from things changes the manner in which we represent and act upon 
those very things (Trope and Liberman 2010). Spatial distance has 
the power to shape judgments, yet the study of spatial distance to 
date has adopted primarily a static or binary approach, conceptual-
izing objects as stationary, either close or far in space (Henderson 
and Wakslak 2010). In the current research, we go a step further by 
considering the dynamic and changeable orientation of people who 
are moving toward or away from objects in their environment. In so 
doing, we suggest that feelings of closeness are shaped not only by 
spatial distance but also by people’s orientation in space – that is, 
their moving toward or away from places, people, and things.

Study 1. 202 volunteers were recruited at the Bay Street subway 
station in Toronto, Canada. People were recruited to participate while 
standing at either the westbound platform or the eastbound platform. 
All participants were asked to rate the subjective distance of another 
subway station that was on the same line that they were traveling – 
such such the station was either coming up (e.g., the next stop) or 
was just past (e.g., the previous stop). Specifically, participants were 
randomly assigned to a condition in which they rated the subjective 
distance of the Spadina station (2 stops to the west), the St. George 
station (1 stop to the west), the Bloor-Yonge station (1 stop to the 
east), or the Sherbourne station (2 stops to the east).

Results. Among the stations to the west of Bay Street, west-
bound participants rated the stations as closer than eastbound partici-
pants; this effect obtained for each of the westbound stops – one stop 
to the west (St. George, p<.001, ηp

2=.28) and two stops to the west 
(Spadina, p=.001, ηp

2=.20). The opposite held true among stations 
to the east of Bay Street (i.e., we observed greater subjective close-
ness among eastbound participants than westbound participants) and 
again for each of the eastbound stops – one stop to the east (Bloor-
Yonge, p=.053, ηp

2=.08) and two stops to the east (Sherbourne, 
p<.001, ηp

2=.24).
Study 2a. As what is true for one dimension of psychological 

distance tends to be true for other dimensions, Study 2a considers 
whether places toward which people are moving closer (versus far-
ther) are associated with events judged to have occurred more recent-
ly (i.e., closer in time). 100 volunteers were recruited at the intersec-
tion of Danforth Avenue and Woodbine Avenue in Toronto, Canada. 
This location was selected because it is between two equidistant 
Shoppers Drug Mart locations (a large drugstore chain in Canada), 
with one located to the west and one located to the east on Danforth 
Avenue. People walking east along Danforth Avenue were asked to 
think about either the Shoppers at Danforth and Main Street or at 
Danforth and Coxwell Avenue. Participants estimated how long ago 
they believed it had been since a patron of that store found an item 
that they wanted on sale (in minutes).

Results. Finding an item on sale was estimated to have hap-
pened more recently at the store which participants were oriented 
toward (M=7.65 min, SD=9.98) than at the store from which partici-
pants were oriented away (M=14.83 min, SD=17.19).

Study 2b. We sought to rule out a purely motivational account 
for the orientation effect by next examining a negative – rather than 
a positive – event. 86 volunteers were recruited at the intersection of 
Robson Street and Bute Street in Vancouver, Canada. This location 
was selected because it is between two equidistant Starbucks Cof-
fee locations, with one located to the northwest and one located to 
the southeast on Robson Street. People walking along Robson Street 
were asked to think about either the Starbucks at Robson and Jervis 
Street or at Robson and Thurlow Street. Participants estimated how 
long ago they believed it had been since a patron of that store had his 
or her drink order prepared incorrectly (in minutes).

Results. Having a drink order prepared incorrectly was esti-
mated to have happened more recently at the store which partici-
pants were oriented toward (M=14.36 min, SD=11.99) than at the 
store from which participants were oriented away (M=25.43 min, 
SD=25.78).

Study 3. The probability of an event can vary from being very 
close—completely or nearly certain—tot very far insofar as there is 
only a remote chance that it will come to pass. Accordingly, when a 
location feels physically closer, an event at that location should feel 
more likely to occur. To test this relationship, we asked 50 partici-
pants to estimate the likelihood that a lottery would be won as a func-
tion of whether people were oriented toward or away from the loca-
tion at which the lottery drawing takes place. People were recruited 
to participate while standing at either a southbound subway platform 
(toward the location of the lottery drawing) or the northbound plat-
form (away from the location of the lottery drawing). 

Results. The likelihood that someone would win the next lot-
tery drawing was estimated as higher among participants oriented 
toward the location of the drawing (M=4.00, SD=1.73) than among 
participants oriented away from the location of the drawing (M=2.80, 
SD=1.71), F(1, 48)=6.09, p=.017, ηp

2=.11. 
Our studies add to a growing literature investigating the dynam-

ics by which people, places, and time move in psychological space. 
Our findings illuminate not only how people navigate spaces and per-
ceive distances, but also the cognitive and behavioral consequences 
that arise from psychologically shrinking or expanding the physical 
space between oneself and the world at large.
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