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Keeping Your Distance

Glen Gat in, Brandon University

Abstract

This analysis began with inquir ies int o the substant ive area of distance educat ion 

using the classic grounded theory m ethod. Analysis revealed a pat tern of problem -

solving behavior, from which the theory Keeping Your Distance em erged. The theory 

is an integrated set  of concepts referr ing to t he conscious and unconscious st rategies 

that  people use to regulate distance, physical and representat ive, in their  everyday 

lives. St rategies are used to cont rol physical, em ot ional, and psychological realit ies 

and to conserve personal energy in interact ions with individuals and/ or inst itut ions. 

For all social int eract ions, people use a personalized algorithm  of engagem ent  that  

m it igates condit ions and consequences and preserves opt im al distance. Keeping Your 

Distance provides a theoret ical start ing point  for considerat ions of the changing 

not ions of distance. I n part , these changes have been brought  about  by 

developm ents in the fields of I nform at ion and Com m unicat ion Technology ( I CT)  and 

online social networking.

I nt roduct ion

This study began in the substant ive area of distance educat ion by analyzing the 

responses of people who used com puter-m ediated distance educat ion as they solved 

problem s and resolved concerns. Data were collected in face- to- face int erviews as 

well as from  inst itut ional docum ents, collegial com m ents, casual conversat ion and 

observat ional data. Glaser’s (1998)  dictum  that  all is data was int erpreted to m ean 

that  not  only is it  possible to use a variety of data sources, but  that  as m any data 

sources as possible should be exam ined. I nit ial part icipants for this analysis were 

chosen from  related groups:  students, support  staff, adm inist rat ion and faculty 

involved in the distance educat ion enterprise. After the analysis of the first  three 

interviews a pat tern began to form ; after the sixth interview the core variable 

em erged. I nterviews cont inued unt il the m ain propert ies were established and 

saturated. Early theoret ical sam pling looked beyond the init ial groups from  the 

distance educat ion arena to test  the generalizabilit y of the core variable. Extant  

theory provided im portant  data, part icular ly, Moore’s (1997)  Theory of Transact ional 

Distance. 

Data were coded and condensed int o writ ten m em os. Mem os were sorted 

according to analyt ical rules (Glaser, 1978) . The m ost  cr it ical rule for sort ing was the 

relat ionship of the m em o to the core variable;  if a m em o was not  related to the core 
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variable or a property of the core variable, it  was left  out  of the analysis. The analyst  

established rules for the determ inat ion of the core variable, the one that  explains the 

m ost  variat ion, recognizing that  “ the goal is not  to cover all possible theoret ical 

possibili t ies nor explain all variat ion.”  ( p.122) . Other rules relate to t he integrat ive fit  

of ideas and are “based on the assum pt ion that  the social organizat ion of the world is 

integrated and the job of the grounded theorist  is to discover it ”  (p. 123) . The 

m em os becom e the out line, and then the writer m ust  m erely connect  and int egrate 

the ideas together into a form al theory.

The theory of keeping your distance em erged through at  least  three dist inct  

levels of abst ract ion:  concrete/ descript ive, m etaphoric/ sym bolic, and 

abst ract / conceptual. What  follows is the elucidat ion of that  theory using the 

“condit ions and consequences”  m odel (Glaser, 1978, p. 74) . These are not  findings

but  an int egrated set  of hypotheses. I llust rat ions and exam ples are from  data 

collected in this research and are provided for the purpose of establishing im agery 

and understanding. These illust rat ions and exam ples are for the purpose of m aking 

the theory clear and should not  be considered as proofs or descr ipt ions of the 

process used to derive the theory. References to theoret ical work by others are not  

necessarily int ended to seek verificat ion of th is theory or to t ry to verify another 

theory. 

Overview

Keeping Your Distance is a grounded theory about  a pat tern of behavior people use 

in their  social interact ions and engagem ents with others. Essent ially, people arrange 

their  world in such a way as to have physical and em ot ional cont rol of their  

circum stances by m aintaining distance in various realm s. Arranging for physical 

distance in the spat ial or geographical sense is the m ost  obvious response, but  

sym bolic distance is often used as a proxy for physical distance. People use physical 

distance to ensure safety, autonom y, and em ot ional cont rol and to preserve energy 

while engaging with the world. Seeking to create physical distance m ay be a 

response to a perceived physical threat , but  physical distance m ay also be used to 

m it igate perceived em ot ional and existent ial threats. People develop and em ploy a 

repertory of techniques to m aintain a sym bolic distance, even when in physical 

proxim ity to others. Techniques used are m ost  often a com binat ion of behaviors or 

st rategies. 

Theory

People keep their  distance in response to condit ions that  ar ise in various set t ings in 

their  everyday lives. They em ploy purposeful st rategies designed to ensure an 

opt im al distance, and these st rategies have outcom es. I n keeping their  distance,

people use com plex system at ic processes to adjust  for changes in condit ions and to 

adjust  for the effect  of previously applied st rategies. The keeping your distance
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process is recursive and in m ost  instances does not  result  in a com pletely 

sat isfactory outcom e. The drive for opt im al outcom e is balanced by the energy 

required by the st rategic responses. People m ay be able to tolerate a less than 

opt im al distance if there are m it igat ing factors. Mit igat ing factors of keeping your 

distance include a personal coefficient  of preferred distance. 

Keeping your distance applies across contexts

The tendency to engage in keeping your distance persists across contexts although 

the st rategies m ay vary. St rategies that  a person uses in his or her everyday 

exchanges with fam ily m ay be different  from  those used in pursuit  of educat ion, 

career, or other social contexts. I n a fam ily relat ionship, physical contact  is usually 

regarded as a necessary ingredient . Parents and children are hugged, fr iends 

em braced, lovers caressed, all requir ing direct  physical contact . I n these 

circum stances m ore discrete keeping your distance m ethods are em ployed. Even the 

m ost  loving relat ionship requires som e distance. People need to al low distance in any 

relat ionship and respect  the subt le keeping your distance cues that  others display. I n 

m any fam ily relat ionships keeping your distance is r itualized and built  into such 

things as the boys' night  out or gir ls' night  out . Anecdotal com parisons indicate m any 

such r itual distance st rategies associated with in- law relat ionships. These are 

accepted m echanism s of ensuring that  relat ionship boundaries and distances are 

observed in the m ost  int im ate fam ily relat ionships. Collegial discussions offered the 

exam ple of the distance that  an adolescent  establishes and m aintains from  parents 

as a necessary com ponent  of developing m aturity. Keeping your distance st rategies 

applied in an educat ion set t ing would not  be appropriate in a fam ily context , just  as 

int im ate exchanges appropriate in a fam ily relat ionship are inappropriate in an 

educat ion context .

Keeping your distance is a basic pat tern of social behavior that  is expressed in 

the act ivit ies of individuals but is also m anifest  in interact ions with inst itut ions and 

com m unit ies. People use keeping your distance collect ively and the out lines of the 

basic pat tern can be seen in com m unit ies and com panies as easily as with 

individuals. I deologically dist inct  com m unit ies such as religious or polit ical groups 

m anifest  the keeping your distance im pulse m ost  clearly but  all com m unit ies em ploy 

m ethods of creat ing distance for their  m em bership. Every com m unity - - geographic, 

professional, or social - - has a repertory of techniques designed to keep m em bers 

close and nonm em bers at  a distance. A physical com m unity ( in the geographic 

sense)  m ay erect  a gated wall to keep others at  a distance. 

Professional com m unit ies use licensure, credent ialing and com m unicat ion 

cont rols to ensure that  nonm em bers are kept  at  a sym bolic or physical distance. 

Social com m unit ies use st rategies for m em ber ident ificat ion, com m unicat ion, and 

sanct ion which ensure that  m em bers in good standing are in the inner circle and 

nonm em bers are out  of t he loop. 
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Many incidents were recorded in data of keeping your distance in the work context . 

I n t radit ional hierarchical workplaces, highly bureaucrat ic agencies evoke a range of 

hum an psychosocial responses and present  a num ber of com plex problem s that  

people m ust  deal with on a rout ine basis. Respondents described a broad range of 

st rategies that  they used to funct ion in the workplace, m any of them  referr ing to 

distance. An illust rat ion of this was the observat ion of a recept ionist  who used desks 

and office equipm ent  to erect  a barr ier to m aintain distance between her and the 

clients that  she was em ployed to serve. Keeping your distance is often a prom inent  

feature of a workplace survival response set  used to m aintain distance between 

superiors, co-workers, and difficult  situat ions. Beleaguered workers at  one educat ion 

facilit y eagerly ant icipated their  relocat ion to a cam pus at  a distance from  

adm inist rators. Their percept ion was that  the distance thus gained would enable 

them  to perform  their jobs efficient ly and without  constant  unreasonable dem ands 

and undue threats to their  workplace autonom y from  adm inist rators who were 

perceived to be m ost ly interested in exercising arbit rary authority. 

Keeping your distance was also credited with m ot ivat ing adapt ive responses 

where an individual who finds him  or herself in an intolerable situat ion will use 

discontent  to energize a program  of professional developm ent  that  will allow him / her 

to create the desired distance. People m ake career change choices based on their  

keeping your distance st rategy set . One respondent  offered that  the reason s/ he was 

engaged in educat ion was to im prove his/ her em ployabilit y skills to “get  away from  

crappy jobs, working for  ignorant  people.”  

Keeping your distance accounts for  changes over t im e

One of the tests of a theory is persistence over t im e. People experience change over 

t im e and their  responses, the st rategy sets, the t r iggering condit ions, and the 

intensity of response m ay vary with t im e and experience but  keeping your distance

accounts for a basic tendency that  persists. The behavioral expression of a person’s 

keeping your distance st rategy m ay change over t im e but  the propensity to use 

keeping your distance st rategies rem ains com parat ively constant  over t im e. A shy 

person m ay learn, with t im e and experience, to appear less shy in public but  st ill 

feels shy. A person m ay also learn, with t im e and experience, to funct ion with less 

than opt im al distance but  the propensity to prefer m ore distance persists. A 

respondent  report ed that  while he had been teaching for som e t im e in a face- to- face 

situat ion and had adapted reasonably well,  he was pleased to be able to teach by 

distance, as his natural preference was for m ore distance. His natural preference for  

what  he considered an opt im al distance had not  dim inished with t im e. Another 

cont r ibutor spoke of the discom fort  she experienced appearing in public and the 

distance- related st rategies that  she em ployed to reduce exposure to public scrut iny. 

She recognized that  the st rategy was career lim it ing and at tem pted to t ry a different  

approach by enrolling in a public speaking club. While she becam e adept  at  public 

speaking over t im e she recognized that  her last ing preference was to keep her 

distance from  such occasions. 
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System s Think ing I nform s the Theory

Sim m ons (2006)  described the am bit ions of grounded theorists with respect  to 

system s:

An im portant  thing to understand about  grounded theory in relat ion to its suitability for studying 
and understanding system s is that , rather than being focused on verifying relat ionships between 
lim ited num bers of preconceived variables, it  is designed to discover all relevant variables 
including those that  m ay be discovered later or in other set t ings. Not  only does this provide the 
ability to study whole system s, not  just  parts of system s, it  enables the theory to be m odified as 
new data em erge or as new data are collected from  other set t ings (p. 488) .

I n proposing the grounded theory of keeping your distance I  have a sim ilar 

am bit ion: to explain a com plete system  of social behavior pat terns in a way that  

allows for m odificat ion and its applicat ion in various set t ings. Each act ion taken 

creates a new set  of condit ions that  sets up a new response and consequence.  

Reflect ion allows people to adjust  their  st rategies to obtain opt im al outcom es but  the 

theory of keeping your distance suggests that  a system at ic bias exists. People 

want / need to keep their  distance and they err on the side of distance. As people 

accum ulate life experience, they increasingly refine their use of distance to m aintain 

personal autonom y and cont rol. I ndicators of th is were taken from  reports of older 

people contem plat ing placem ent  in senior cit izens facili t ies where their  autonom y 

and personal cont rol would be const r icted. Sim ilar indicators were revealed in the 

reports of people who elected to work out  of their  own hom es and m aintain distance 

from  a rest r ict ive work environm ent . 

Degrees of const raint  and freedom  are cont inually being calculat ed for best  

result s but  keeping your distance can just ify forgoing what  m ight  otherwise be 

considered opt im al. Each of the condit ions that  evoke keeping your distance has 

consequences that  cause problem s for people if they do not  have an adequate 

response.

Condit ions that  Evoke Keeping your Dist ance

Condit ions that  evoke the keeping your distance response m ay be outward act ions or 

internalized m ental/ at t itudinal states. From  the data collected in this analysis, the 

m ain condit ions under which people respond with keeping your distance are 

perceived threats to personal safety, personal autonom y, em ot ional stabilit y, and 

psychic integrit y. Keeping your distance is also used to preserve physical and 

em ot ional energy under condit ions of unacceptable dem ands. Sim ilar ly, the 

consequences of a chosen keeping your distance st rategy m ay be m anifest  externally 

but  are m ore likely to be int ernalized and not  readily apparent  to casual observers. 

The theory of keeping your distance provides a theoret ical foothold to understand 

the system at ic way that  people use distance for cont rol in their  lives. 

Explanat ions of these pat terned responses are often not  clearly art iculated for 
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various reasons. I n a num ber of instances respondents appeared to be providing 

properline data, possibly from  recognit ion that  their  st rategies m ight  be perceived as 

ant isocial. They offered elaborate rat ionales for such pat terns of behavior. I n 

situat ions such as these, the analyst  m ust  use abduct ive reasoning to discern the 

m ost  likely explanat ion for a given pat tern of behavior. Glaser ( 2007)  suggested that  

properline or even obviously distorted data are not  necessarily rejected from  a 

grounded analysis. Because grounded theory produces abst ract ions not  descript ions, 

“distort ions are just  m ore variables to conceptualize and m ake part  of the data”  (p. 

4) . 

Consequences of the condit ions

What  happens if people do not  effect ively em ploy st rategies to preserve opt im al 

distance? The condit ions of perceived threat  to opt im al distance have consequences 

for people that  m ake it  necessary t o adopt  keeping your distance st rategies. Collegial 

discussions with inform ed observers suggest  that  individuals who do not  em ploy 

effect ive st rategies experience a lack or loss of physical safety, em ot ional cont rol, 

and/ or personal autonom y. They m ay also feel that  they are wast ing precious 

resources on unproduct ive int eract ions. Further observat ional data suggest  that  

inadequate responses m ay give r ise to defensive react ions that  exacerbate 

condit ions. 

Dim ensions of Keeping Your Distance : Exposing t he Latent Pat t erns

People use keeping your distance in dist inct  pat terns of behavior as they solve 

com m on problem s or concerns in their  everyday lives. These pat terns can be 

organized int o categories, each pat tern providing a slight ly different  perspect ive on 

the core variable. Each category has elem ents and st rategies that  are unique but  

also have essent ial com m onalit ies;  the pr incipal com m on thread is the use of 

distance. I nterpersonal contact  and relat ionships are the essence of the hum an 

experience. At  the sam e t im e, these int eract ions and relat ionships br ing a m yriad of 

problem s that  m ust  be dealt  with in a system at ic fashion. While people m ay resolve 

relat ionship problem s with a variety of m eans, one of the consistent  features of 

solut ions is to m aintain distance. That  distance m ay be em ot ional, psychological, or 

sym bolic but  often creat ing actual physical distance is a significant  com ponent  of 

system at ic relat ionship m anagem ent . When creat ing physical distance is not  

possible, people use sym bolic or psychological st rategies that  represent  physical 

distancing. 

Distancing for physical safety

The m ost  basic pat tern of behavior for keeping your distance is the com m only 

observed pat t ern of creat ing physical distance to avoid interact ions that  could have 

real or perceived harm ful physical effects. At  a m edical clinic, people will at tem pt  to 
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use distance to separate them selves from  others who are coughing or sneezing or 

m anifest ing open sores. A natural im pulse is to increase distance in the int erests of 

self-preservat ion. Even if a threat  is not  physical, the response is t o physically create 

distance by m oving away. I  have watched as people physically distance them selves 

from  a person who expresses a seem ingly inappropriate com m ent , behaves in an 

unconvent ional m anner, or wears inappropriate clothing. I n m y work with physically, 

em ot ionally, and m entally challenged people I  have observed people seek to create 

the m axim um  allowable distance between them selves and som eone who appears 

“different .”  I  have m ade sim ilar observat ions at  polit ical events when som eone has 

m ade a statem ent  that  challenged the status quo. People visibly m oved away from  

the challenger. The best  explanat ion for this behavior is that  people believe that  t hey 

can use distance to avoid the contam inat ion of associat ion with som eone who is 

displaying behavior or appearance that  is likely to at t ract  censure. 

Keeping your distance is st ill im portant  in physical safety. People m anage 

their  distance with various st rategies to preserve physical safety. For exam ple, on-

cam pus incidents of sexual assault  have m ade rem ote technology-m ediated 

educat ion a m uch safer opt ion, an im portant  considerat ion for som e wom en. One of 

the incidents that  indicated this concept  was a descript ion provided by a wom an who 

m oved from  a rural center to a m ajor city to pursue higher educat ion. I n m oving to 

the urban center she was thrust  int o social circum stances that  included gang act ivit y 

and drug culture. These const ituted a physical threat  and em ot ional turm oil.  She 

subsequent ly adjusted her behavior to at tend university by distance, with the 

intent ion of avoiding these perceived threats.  Her keeping your distance st rategy 

included act ivit ies that  were designed to preserve her physical safety.

Social groups appear to use keeping your distance st rategies on m any scales.  

Considerat ion of hist or ical data suggests quarant ine and isolat ion are ways that  

distance is created and m aintained to preserve m ainst ream  society from  exposure to 

disease and contagion. The hist or ical record shows that  leper colonies and 

tuberculosis sanit ar ium s were designed to protect  society from  the real and 

perceived harm ful effects of associat ion with infected individuals (Cosgrave-Mather,  

2003;  Centers for Disease Cont rol and Prevent ion, 2007) . While societ ies are 

considerably m ore enlightened with respect  to the t reatm ent  of disease, the not ion of 

using distance has a long history and rem ains a default  m echanism  for dealing with 

problem at ic social issues. Distance has the effect  of reducing a sense of 

responsibilit y for problem at ic situat ions, as evidenced by reports of the response of 

governm ents to deadly conflicts in foreign lands. One of the leading public rat ionales 

for the U.S. Bush adm inist rat ion’s war against  I raq was fram ed in term s of distance, 

to fight  t error ism  over t here so we won’t  have to fight  them  over here (Luntz, 2004) .  

Bageant  (2007)  point s out  that  perceived distance allowed people to disassociat e 

from  their governm ents’ quest ionable pract ices. 

Distancing for em ot ional cont rol
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This pat tern is apparent  when engaging in personal, em ot ional and int im ate 

relat ionships. I t  should be noted that  the distancing referred to is a part  of a norm al 

pat tern of behavior and not  necessarily pathological. The desire for int im acy is 

always balanced with a need for em ot ional independence. Even in the closest  and 

m ost  harm onious relat ionships, a sense of space is cr it ical for em ot ional stabilit y. 

One person explained that  while she loved the night  courses she took, her object ive 

was as m uch to get  out  of the house to save her sanit y and thereby enhance her 

m arr iage. She observed that  others she knew would go to the bar but  that  had the 

potent ial for other undesired effects. I n a product ive and valued relat ionship, the 

distance is kept  to a m inim um . However, even within posit ive relat ionships a need is 

perceived for personal space and at  least  som e occasions of physical separat ion.

I n adult  int im ate relat ionships, distance is a cr it ical elem ent  of em ot ional 

cont rol and is negot iated and adjusted regular ly. Distance, in the sense that  one 

partner or both are aloof and uncom m unicat ive, m ay be perceived to have 

det r im ental relat ionship effects. I n these circum stances, the problem  m ay actually be 

over-distancing, where the norm al im pulse to keep your distance is out  of 

adjustm ent  and the negot iat ed distance between partners is in disequilibr ium . 

Keeping your distance is not  necessarily a sym ptom  of a dysfunct ional relat ionship.

I nt im ate partners at t r ibute the allowance of space or distance as im portant  factors in 

harm onious relat ionships and this is certainly borne out  in anecdotal com parisons 

and personal experience. 

Keeping your distance is also used to m aintain distance from  em ot ional 

encounters that  are potent ially painful or em barrassing. Poets, authors and

songwriters have the part icular gift  of art iculat ing em ot ional them es, and keeping 

your distance is direct ly referenced in a num ber of songs, videos, and m ovies. An 

I nternet  search for references to the term  “keeping your distance”  in popular culture 

yielded a r ich source of data for this sect ion of the analysis. The m ost  persistent  

them e of these references is of the preservat ion of em ot ional cont rol and stabilit y. 

The song “Keep your Distance”  by folk singer Richard Thom pson features the 

following lyr ics:

Keep your distance, keep your  distance

When I  feel you close to m e what  can I  do but  fall

Keep your distance, oh keep your distance

With us it  m ust  be all  or none at  all.  (Thom pson, 2001)

Another popular song that  enjoyed a certain am ount  of play in m y house was “Miss 

I ndependent ”  by Kelly Clarkson. The song begins by describing an individual as

Miss I ndependent , 

Miss Self-sufficient , 

Miss Keep your distance. (Clarkson, 2003)

This com m on them e in popular culture recom m ends keeping your distance to 

preserve em ot ional cont rol, acknowledging that  rom ant ic relat ionships can be 
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fraught  with heartache and disappointm ent . The com m on rem edy recom m ended by 

m any “advice to the lovelorn” colum nists is to keep your distance as best  you can. 

The negot iat ion and m aintenance of opt im al distance is an ongoing concern in 

rom ant ic relat ionships. Keeping your distance was a rule for rom ant ic and em ot ional 

involvem ent  that  was broken only under the m ost  certain of circum stances. Keeping 

your distance m ay entail  actual physical distance but  m ay also entail other st rategies 

such as withholding or redirect ing conversat ion, avoiding eye contact , negat ive 

verbal cues, and forbidding and distancing body language. Elect ronic equivalents 

such as “unfr iending”  or blocking people on social networking sites are com m on. 

Other physical cues m ay signal a wish to m aintain distance from  certain 

individuals and reduce distance to others. To illust rate this concept , consider 

individuals who choose a style of dress or groom ing to signal affinity and draw those 

with sim ilar affinit ies closer. The sam e cues ensure greater distance from  those who 

do not  share the sam e affinity. Observat ions of clothing style choices and 

presentat ion suggest  that  keeping your distance influences personal presentat ion. 

These behaviors are cues that  greater or lesser distance, m ost  often actual physical 

distance, is desired. One respondent , a part - t im e perform er in a band specializing in 

a part icular genre of m usic, reported that  when he wore his band t -shir t ,  people 

interested in that  genre would engage him  in conversat ion and m ake assum pt ions 

about  his lifestyle and affinit ies. I n m ost  non-perform ance circum stances he chooses 

a style of dress and appearance int ended to keep his distance from  the type of 

people at t racted t o that  genre of m usic.

Relat ionships outside of fam ily have a different  set  of st rategies but  have the 

sam e desired effect - -em ot ional cont rol. Em ot ional relat ionships in these realm s have 

significant  elem ents of power and influence and involve basic and com plex subject ive 

experiences such as fear, anger, apathy, frust rat ion, surprise, sat isfact ion, and 

m ot ivat ion. One respondent  reported that  one of his coping st rategies was “ just  

walking away”  (creat ing distance)  from  a tense situat ion at  work, an effect ive 

st rategy to m anage anger. Distance in work relat ionships is im plicit ly and explicit ly 

negot iat ed and carefully m aintained. A respondent  working in an educat ion set t ing 

reflected that  she used a num ber of st rategies to dem onst rat e that  she was in a 

posit ion of authority. Concerned that  her youthful appearance m ight  erode her 

credibili t y, she used verbal cues and physical space to discourage closeness that  

would im pact  her professionalism . 

I n hierarchical organizat ions, status is often represented by distance.  

Observat ional data of hierarchical inst itut ions confirm  that  high status individuals 

within an organizat ion have the largest  offices with the best  views and the m ost  

advantageous proxim ity to other powerful workers. Low status holders occupy the 

less desirable physical spaces and m ust  endure either physical crowding or isolat ion. 

Low status fem ale workers m ay have to endure uncom fortable physical proxim ity to 

m ale co-workers and m ust  adjust  their  keeping your distance st rategies for the sake

of job security. The relat ionship between st ress and physical crowding ( lack of space 

or distance)  has been st udied from  a num ber of perspect ives. 
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Maintaining distance for em ot ional cont rol is closely related to the need for 

autonom y, with m any overlapping issues and sim ilar st rategies. Many indicators from  

data collected for this study were interchangeable in m ult iple categories. 

Distancing for autonom y

This pat tern is m anifest  when people perceive that  their  autonom y is threatened. A 

sense of personal autonom y is essent ial for ident ity form at ion, and keeping your 

distance is adopted to establish and m aintain the necessary space, where a person 

or com m unity can feel that  they are self-determ ining. Keeping your distance is a 

response to chaos, in the pract ical sense where there seem s to be no clear 

connect ion between cause and effect . Respondents reported a com m on st rategy of 

physically or em ot ionally withdrawing to avoid chaot ic situat ions unt il am biguity is 

resolved. Keeping your distance is a response to problem at ic or toxic encounters 

such as those that  involve aggressive m arket ing, bullying, racism , or persecut ion.

Perhaps the m ost  powerful illust rat ion of this dim ension was taken from  the 

report  of a respected professional who described in detail the efforts that  he 

em ployed to keep his distance. This included num erous choices including place of 

residence, one that  guaranteed that  neighbors would not  int rude, his clear signals to 

uninvit ed visitors to his residence that  he preferred that  they respect  his distance, 

and his general adopt ion of a pat tern of liv ing that  ensured that  he would always be 

able to m aintain cont rol and autonom y through distance. Alt hough specific st rategies 

m ay vary, the basic pat tern is best  explained as a desire to ensure autonom y 

through distance.

Marketers and professional salespeople have long recognized the basic 

tendency for people to keep their  distance. I n m arket ing term s this is known as 

resistance, and one of the st rategies recom m ended for overcom ing this tendency is 

to get  people close enough to touch their  products (Peck & Shu, 2009) . I f a 

salesperson can get  a custom er close enough to touch the new elect ronic device,  

dr ive the new car, or sit  in the liv ing room  of the new house s/ he knows that  the 

chances of m aking a sale are im proved. One blog prom ot ing consum er awareness 

suggested in a post  that  the best  way to resist  this sales technique was to “keep 

your distance”  (Holzm ann, 2009) .

Distancing is an im portant  com ponent  of polit ical im age m anagem ent .  A very 

com m on journalist ic convent ion uses the const ruct ion: X sought  to distance him self 

from  rem arks m ade by Y. Polit ical responses are fram ed in the language of distance. 

Analysis of the history of new world set t lem ent  shows t hat  t he prospect  of being able 

to m aintain polit ical and religious autonom y was one of the pr incipal appeals for 

im m igrants at t racted to set t lem ent  in the US and Canada. Physical distance from  

arbit rary exercise of power was a cr it ical aspect  of this im pulse and rem ains a 

com m on st rategy for religious and polit ical groups.  I n m any cases, this pat tern of 

set t lem ent  involved groups of people with religious beliefs or polit ical affinit ies. Like-
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m inded individuals, or those that  subscribe to a religious or philosophical 

perspect ive, will gather in com m unit ies that  are int ent ionally set  apart  from  greater 

concent rat ions of populat ion. One respondent , a m em ber of a com m unity that  

prefers rural liv ing, reported that  the com m unity prefers to keep their  distance from  

the influences of m ainst ream  society in populated centers. This com m unity had 

established an extensive educat ional network with related com m unit ies. This 

collect ive st rategy allowed them  to keep their  distance but  st ill enjoy the educat ional 

benefits that  otherwise would only have been available in a m ore urban set t ing.

With other ethnic, religious, or polit ical groups, keeping your distance is a 

m ajor com ponent  of social cont rol st rategies. A com m on colonialist  st rategy was to 

establish areas set  aside for indigenous populat ions, the reservat ions set  aside for 

the North Am erican I ndians, the townships of South Afr ican apartheid. The int ent ion 

was to keep indigenous people at  a distance. My discussions with acquaintances 

liv ing on reservat ions indicate that  while there m ay be privat ions, hope rem ains that  

physical separat ion from  m ainst ream  society will preserve cultural autonom y. 

As society becom es m ore technologically or iented, m any t radit ional 

expectat ions for pr ivacy have changed, and st rategies for keeping distance change 

apace. Concerns about  security and ant iterror ism  have given people difficult  choices. 

Ubiquitous closed-circuit  television CCTV m onitors have turned parts of the world 

into a 24/ 7/ 365 surveillance society. Much of the security benefit  is illusory and 

highly theat r ical but  the result  is that  people are facing greater  difficulty in 

m aintaining autonom y and a sense of personal freedom . Many people em ploy a 

variety of st rategies to keeping their  distance from  governm ent  cont rol and state 

scrut iny. 

As technology becom es m ore pervasive, m any people use technology to 

m anage distance. A respondent  noted that  while she is not  close to people in her 

neighborhood she has online relat ionships that  she considers close fr iends. These 

relat ionships sustain her in a way that  allows her to cont rol the durat ion and 

intensity of contact . 

Distancing for energy conservat ion

Social engagem ent  requires varying degrees of investm ent  of physical and em ot ional 

energy. I n som e circum stances, people evaluate the energy invested with the 

am ount  of personal return. The return m ay be reciprocit y or it  m ay be the sense of 

personal sat isfact ion and posit ive personal self- regard. People learn to m anage their  

distance to m aintain personal energy for causes and engagem ents that  they consider 

the m ost  rewarding. Keeping your distance is used to preserve physical and 

em ot ional resources. Som e int eract ions with people and inst itut ions drain personal 

energy and int erfere with goal-directed behav ior. Keeping your distance st rategies 

are used to m inim ize the im pact  of such associat ions. I n som e cases, the 

preservat ion of energy aspect  of keeping your distance sim ply involves the avoidance 

of people or circum stances that  the individual finds annoying or unappealing.
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Num erous individuals reported being pleased to be able to use distance educat ion 

because it  allowed keeping distance from  other students who weren't  as m ot ivated or 

interested in progressing at  the sam e pace. One wom an described experiences in 

face- to- face classroom s that  she perceived as a waste of t im e and effort  dealing with 

ext raneous, oft en m inor social issues that  were not  useful to t he learning experience. 

Keeping a distance from  problem at ic people and issues allowed people to be m uch 

m ore efficient  with lim ited t im e and energy resources. The distance afforded by 

com puter-m ediated educat ion was worth any ostensible lim itat ions of the delivery 

form at .

People reported keeping their  distance from  other situat ions where they felt  

sym pathet ic but  realized that  they just  didn't  have t he skills, resources, or energy to 

m ake a difference. A num ber of respondents spoke of keeping their  distance from  

fr iends or fam ily m em bers that  they described as needy. They wanted to help but  

realized that  they would not  be able to assist , and no am ount  of effort  m ade on 

behalf of the needy individual was going to be effect ive. I n these cases, people 

specifically used such keeping your distance st rategies as using an unlisted 

telephone num ber, screening phone calls, m aking excuses, and in som e cases, 

m aking life choices to avoid frequent  contact  with relat ives. One person m oved to 

another city because a fam ily m em ber was unable to m ake appropriate choices and 

was cont inually looking to be bailed out  of jam s. Even in the m ost  loving and 

generous relat ionships, keeping your distance is an im portant  factor. One person 

defined the opt im al distance to live from  relat ives as close enough for occasional 

child care but  far enough that  daily entertaining was not  an expectat ion. Keeping 

your distance allows people to direct  their  energy in the m ost  effect ive causes.

Em ployers are challenged with t he issue of keeping your distance with respect  

to their  workforce. Workplaces m ust  be organized so that  people are in physical 

proxim ity to ensure efficient  operat ion. However, put t ing people together has m ixed 

benefits. I n a harm onious workplace, people share ideas and support  each other. 

Much sharing of cr it ical work- related inform at ion happens in inform al set t ings, the 

coffee table, and the water cooler. On the other hand, inevitable squabbles and 

st ruggles for power and resources m ay dist ract  from  the com pany's goal. Com panies 

often feel threatened by collegial relat ionships because they fear that  the workers 

will m ake unacceptable collect ive dem ands. Many com panies spend a great  deal of

effort  m aking sure that  the proper distance is m aintained in a workplace. 

Observat ions of  m any m odern workplaces dem onst rate that  while the physical coffee 

room  is gone, the vir tual coffee room  is provided through in- house instant  

m essaging. Many com panies err on the side of greater distance even though they are 

aware that  closer com m unicat ion m ay help product ivity and profit .  Analysis of policy 

docum ents and observat ions of office set t ings indicates that  increasingly, com panies 

em brace com m unicat ions system s such as web-based social networking because it  

allows them  to avoid workplace inform at ion silos but  keeps workers on task and 

physically separated. 



The Grounded Theory Review (2013), Volume 12, Issue 1

21

The conservat ion of energy apparent  in keeping your distance can be seen as 

an effort  to cont rol for social ent ropy, to avoid the loss of energy associated with the 

decay of social relat ionships. As individuals recognize that  their  involvem ent  in a 

social exchange is absorbing increasingly large am ounts of personal energy and that  

the situat ion is degrading and unlikely to im prove, they apply st rategies that  will 

increase their  distance t o preserve or redirect  personal energy. One wom an reflected 

on leaving a dysfunct ional m arr iage, where a significant  concern was creat ing 

distance to preserve em ot ional and psychic energy rather than wast e her effort  on a 

no-win scenario.

Moderat ing t he Keeping your Dist ance Response

Keeping your distance acts as an “always on”  filter for threatening, problem at ic, 

annoying, or bothersom e things. The st rength of the filter varies from  t im e to t im e 

with the int ensity of connected variables. The cost  of closeness is weighted against  

benefits, correct ed by a keeping your distance factor. People have an ideal distance 

where they feel com fortable but  if condit ions change, that  distance is no longer 

com fortable and st rategies are engaged to adj ust  distance. 

Skin thickness

One respondent  described her abilit y to tolerate condit ions as depending on how 

thick her skin felt  on any given day. The determ inat ion of “ skin thickness”  is a highly 

personalized social algorithm , a set  of rules or heurist ics that  provide adjustable and 

adaptable solut ions to recurr ing problem s. This algorithm  is recursive and is 

com prised of feedback loops where the choices m ade on one occasion affect  future

events and allow for the incorporat ion of unexpected events. The m et r ics of distance 

are widely variable for each individual. Each person has different  physical cr iter ia for 

acceptable distance. 

People im plicit ly and explicit ly consider cont ingencies or m it igat ing factors 

and com pute the relat ive advantages of physical and em ot ional proxim ity to other 

people, com m unit ies, or inst itut ions. Each calculat ion t rades off an ideal personal 

sphere of cont rol and influence for the benefits of associat ion with others. Som e 

people m ay tolerate a subopt im al situat ion for a period of t im e if a m ore desirable 

set  of circum stances is likely to em erge. Describing an int olerable work situat ion, a 

person m ent ioned that  she could only endure because of the presence of a m entor 

and a support ive peer group. Without  these supports she would have “ run away 

scream ing.”  Mit igat ing factors im pact  the developm ent  and deploym ent  of st rategies 

and tem per the need to keep your distance. The com plexity of m ost  int eract ions 

requires cont inual adjustm ent . Variat ion in keeping your distance is based on life 

experience and circum stances;  effects associated with class, age, gender, and 

econom ic status influence keeping your distance.  Perceived threats that  would 

norm ally t r igger keeping your distance m ay not  prom pt  the sam e response if 

m it igat ing factors are present . The presence of a m entor, a support ive group, an 
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engaging dist ract ion, will reduce the felt  need to react . Mit igat ing factors can 

accum ulate across contexts to decrease the likelihood of t r iggering keeping your 

distance.

Decisions guided by keeping your distance st rat egies m ay be conscious and 

clearly art iculated, but  just  as often they are unconscious and im plicit  in act ion 

choices. A few cases illust rate the st rength of the keeping your distance phenom ena. 

A person who has experienced periods of hom elessness reported that  he was 

prepared to endure t he pr ivat ions of liv ing on the st reet  to preserve the distance that  

he felt  was necessary from  agencies and inst itut ions that  threatened his sense of 

autonom y and independence. Sim ilar ly, an elderly person endures considerable 

inconvenience to rem ain in his/ her own hom e and preserve the distance s/ he feels is 

necessary for his or her autonom y.

Achieving Opt im al D istance

The effect  of keeping your distance st rategies int ended to respond to threats to 

autonom y is that  a person feels a sense of self-efficacy in his/ her independent  goal-

directed behavior. Distancing ensures adequate personal lat itude to accom plish 

goals.

When effect ive, keeping your distance st rategies give people a feeling of 

being safe from  physical harm  or contam inat ion. They feel that  they have sufficient  

cont rol in em ot ional engagem ents. They feel that  they are free from  the arbit rary 

exercise of authority. They feel as if their  energy is being directed in a sat isfying 

way. When keeping your distance responses are ineffect ive or inadequate, people 

experience renewed or cont inued discom fort  and either increase their  distance or 

m ove to another m ode of distancing. Often the effect  of keeping your distance

st rategies alters condit ions. These new condit ions then require a readj ustm ent  of the 

keeping your distance calculus and adopt ion of addit ional distancing st rategies that  

increases, m aintains, or lessens the distance.

Unintended negat ive consequences of keeping your distance occur in two 

respects:  the failure to develop adequate keeping your distance st rat egies, and an 

exaggerated keeping your distance response. Either situat ion can be self- lim it ing, 

self-defeat ing and in som e cases, clinically significant  from  the perspect ive of 

psychopathology.  A person that  does not  develop an adequate keeping your 

distance response or adequate set  of st rategies can feel dependent  and m iserable 

because he or she is unable to avoid the collateral dam age that  occurs when s/ he is 

in close associat ion with part icular individuals or groups. At  the other ext rem e, a 

person with an overdeveloped keeping your distance st rategy set  isolates and feels 

m iserable for lack of hum an contact . I n m y experience working with people with 

various em ot ional disturbances, a com m only observed behavior was an ext rem e 

form  of distancing:  isolat ion som et im es accom panied by alcohol binging. Often that  

behavior would at t ract  the at tent ion of social services agencies and result  in 
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unwelcom ed intervent ion. 

People vacillate between the two ext rem es seeking a com fort  zone. The 

consequence of not  developing and m aintaining keeping your distance can be m isery 

one way or the other. Many respondents described these issues in the context  of 

fam ily relat ionships and in part icular the phenom ena of delayed adulthood. The 

popular m ovie Failure to Launch explored the phenom ena of people in their  20s st ill 

liv ing with their  parents in a state of suspended em ot ional developm ent (Dey, 2006) . 

Failure to launch describes a situat ion where keeping your distance st rategies have 

failed. 

Deferr ing the Keeping your Distance Response

Where the perceived threat  is to em ot ional cont rol, the keeping your distance 

response m ay involve a physical distance, but  m ay also involve a tem poral elem ent . 

The st rategy involves arranging for tem poral distance where an individual delays or 

defers an int eract ion to put  distance between him / herself and a perceived threat  to 

em ot ional cont rol. Distancing st rategies for em ot ional cont rol that  involve int ra-

psychic elem ents are experient ial in their  outcom es. One respondent  described 

creat ing distance from  problem at ic experiences by “put t ing them  on the high shelf.”  

The outcom e is that  a person is able to engage in funct ional and sat isfying 

relat ionships. 

Overriding the Keeping your Dist ance Tendency

Conflict ing internal im pulses, usually based on em ot ional or cognit ive elem ents- -

fear, loneliness, career considerat ions, or sexual int erest  for exam ple- - m ay cause a 

person to act  against  his/ her inclinat ion to keep their distance.  One m ay consciously 

tell oneself that  one should be warm er, m ore neighborly, m ore approachable, but  

one ignores the keeping your distance im pulse to his or her regret . An individual 

working in direct  sales reported that  he had to “ really psych him self up”  to sell stuff 

that  he didn’t  really believe in to people who didn’t  really want  to hear from  him . I n 

this case he not  only had to overcom e the tendency of others to m aintain distance 

but  also his own tendency to keep his distance. Sales directors call the lat ter 

tendency “call reluctance”  (Dudley & Goodson, 2007) .

Contr ibut ion to the Body of Know ledge

The theory of keeping your distance cont r ibutes to the theoret ical dialog in the field 

of online learning. One of the core theories of the field of distance educat ion is 

Moore’s (1997)  theory of t ransact ional distance. This theory posits that  a 

fundam ental problem  with distance educat ion exists because of the em ot ional and 

psychological effects of physical separat ion between teachers and students. 
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Transact ional distance is seen as result ing in a sense of isolat ion, feelings of 

disconnectedness, and a loss of m ot ivat ion to cont inue with a course or program . 

The solut ion to this ident ified problem  was to design intervent ions that  reduced or 

elim inated t ransact ional distance. The theory of t ransact ional distance cont inues to 

provide a m eaningful fram e for the cr it ical analysis of online learning (Giossos, 

2009) . 

The theory of keeping your distance support s the fundam ental prem ise of 

Moore’s theory in the sense that  perceived distance is an im portant  considerat ion in 

online learning. However, the theory of keeping your distance contests the m ost  

often recom m ended rem edy of working to reduce the sense of distance. Because 

people develop st rategies to m aintain distance from  other people, situat ions, and 

inst itut ions, any int ervent ion designed to reduce distance is not  necessarily welcom e 

or helpful. I nst itut ions should perm it  people the m axim um  am ount  of autonom y and 

cont rol by allowing them  to keep their  distance. 

Conclusion

GT analysis revealed a pat tern of problem -solving behavior;  the theory of keeping 

your distance is an integrated set  of concepts referr ing to the conscious and 

unconscious st rategies that  people use to regulate distance, physical and 

representat ive, in their  everyday lives. St rategies are used to cont rol physical, 

em ot ional, and psychological realit ies and to conserve personal energy in 

interact ions with individuals and/ or inst itut ions. For  all social interact ions, people use 

an algorithm  of engagem ent  intended to m aintain opt im al distance.

The theory keeping your distance fit s the data, grabs the at tent ion and 

im aginat ion, it  is highly generalizable and it  can be m odified to accom m odat e new 

data as it  em erges (Glaser, 1978) . Consistent  with previous experience reported with 

theories generated using this m ethod, addit ional reform ulat ions of keeping your 

distance will develop as the im plicat ions and precepts of the theory are tested 

against  further experience.

The theory of keeping your distance provides a theoret ical foothold for 

considerat ions of the changing not ions of distance in the face of new developm ents 

in the field of m edia studies, I CT and social networking. The theory of keeping your 

distance will aid policy-m akers and inst itut ional planners in their  efforts to design 

flexible, respect ful learning environm ents that  accom m odate new realit ies of a 

technologically advanced society. 
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