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Abstract
As described by early sociological research (Goffman, 1963, 
Behavior in public places: Notes on the social organization 
of gatherings), a typical behavioural pattern in public en-
counters between strangers is so-called Civil Inattention 
(CI). CI describes a ritual of politely communicating hav-
ing noticed the other while assuring non-communication 
intentions. A typical example of showing CI is initially look-
ing at the other person but then quickly averting the gaze. 
As argued earlier, CI fulfils a central role in the smooth 
functioning of a society. Also, CI gains new relevance in 
the digital era, in particular regarding privacy needs. Still, 
previous research on CI often remained on a theoretical or 
descriptive level, and its psychological functions have not 
been explored systematically. As an advancement, our study 
provides a deeper understanding of CI, exploring individual 
narratives, relevant psychological needs, and contextual fac-
tors. We conducted a qualitative interview study (N = 25) 
followed by an experimental online study (N = 353) with a 
2 (presence of CI) × 2 (physical distance) mixed design. It 
shows that CI adds to well-being and specifically addresses 
needs for relatedness, security, and autonomy. However, 
though Study 1 suggested physical distance as a relevant 
contextual factor, the present experimental manipulation in 
Study 2 did not show significant effects.
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INTRODUCTION

As social individuals, we constantly navigate through public spaces and thus frequently find ourselves in 
encounters with strangers. This could be on public transportation, in the waiting room at the doctor's 
office, an elevator ride at the workplace or the shopping mall, or passing another person walking along 
the street. Being close to one or more unknown persons without talking to each other is a common 
part of daily life. However, saying there is just no contact between people would be an insufficient de-
scription of such encounters. Not talking to each other and not being interested in deeper interaction 
does not negate the need for effective communication skills. Instead, people need to perform being 
disinterested (Konya & Sieben, 2023). At least in Western culture, the appropriate behaviour requires 
people to not give attention but at the same time communicate that they notice and respect the other. 
Often, this is achieved through an unobtrusive short gaze, which is averted and lasts not longer than 
necessary – a subtle but fine-tuned performance of non-verbal human interaction, which the sociologist 
Ervin Goffman (1963) coined as civil inattention (CI). In Goffman's words, “what seems to be involved 
is that one gives to another enough visual notice to demonstrate that one appreciates that the other is 
present (and that one admits openly to having seen him), while at the next moment withdrawing one's 
attention from him so as to express that he does not constitute a target of special curiosity or design” 
(Goffman, 1963, p. 84). As Goffman describes further, there is a fine line between ignoring the other, 
which would be disrespectful, and giving them too much attention, which would violate their privacy 
rights (Goffman, 1963, pp. 84). Therefore, what may seem a meaningless situation of non-contact at 
first glance actually involves fine-grained social skills and represents a long-established ritual of mutual 
respect. As Konya and Sieben (2023) point out, “anonymity is not an antisocial type of gathering but 
a special form of social relation which requires the maintenance of an atmosphere of indifference”. 
In such, CI forms an important ingredient of the smooth living together in a society. CI can also be 
seen as an example of a social norm, that is, a shared belief and informal understanding that govern 
the behaviour of societal members, helping us to interpret others' behaviour and react appropriately 
(Horne,  2001; Turner,  1991). Following social norms and trusting that others will follow the same 
norms builds the basis for feeling secure and comfortable. Thereby, showing CI represents a ritual of 
mutual respect.

However, as with many social norms, the conditions for performing and receiving CI also undergo 
changes over time. In recent years, one of the main influencing factors transforming our society is the 
increasing digitalization of daily life. Among many other effects, the digital era changed the structure of 
social interactions in public, possibly also affecting CI.

On the one side, mobile electronic devices such as one's smartphone may serve as a protective shield 
against interaction with strangers (Sharon & Koops, 2021). As already discussed by Goffman, people 
may use fans, newspapers, or books as “involvement shields” and barriers to perception (Goffman, 1963; 
Konya & Sieben, 2023). With the smartphone as a constant companion, shielding becomes more present 
and may circumvent the need for CI, and CI, in turn, becomes less practiced. Over time, people may 
even unlearn CI, feel more and more uncomfortable in public encounters, and switching to the phone 
seems always easier than practicing CI. Considering the function of social norms as a basis for feelings 
of unity and togetherness, it may affect people if such micro-moments of CI no longer exist.

On the other side, the digital era comes with new types of potential violations to CI. As discussed by 
Sharon and Koops (2021), the constant presence of smartphones and technologies such as face recog-
nition impairs the existence of civil inattention in its so-called far form. Noticing the other's attention 
or inattention becomes less obvious. For example, one cannot be certain whether a stranger is taking a 
photo or glances at you through the smartphone camera. Therefore, Sharon and Koops (2021) express a 
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need for cultivating new practices of CI in digitally pervasive environments, which may help to address 
some of the challenges raised by pervasive digital surveillance.

In light of such developments, it seems ever more important to consider CI and understand and 
maintain its psychological worth for individuals and living together in a society. Thus, the present re-
search takes these discussions as an impulse for an investigation of how CI manifests itself in people's 
everyday lives and to establish a deeper understanding of its psychological functions. In the next steps 
of research, such insights could be used for establishing more design-oriented approaches, referring to 
how the psychological value of CI could be transferred and protected in the digital era. In the following 
sections, we summarize the origin of the concept of CI in sociology, studies on related concepts and spe-
cific components of CI, and current discussions around CI in the context of technology use. The next 
section presents a more detailed overview of our research focus and overarching research questions, 
followed by the presentation of two empirical studies on CI, a general discussion of our findings, and 
limitations and implications for future research.

THEOR ETICA L BACKGROUND

The coining of the term first CI goes back to the work by Goffman (1959, 1963). In his seminal book 
on “behavior in public places”, he aims to provide a framework to describe the (implicit) rules of 
conduct in public and semi-public places, such as streets, parks, restaurants, theatres, shops, dance 
floors, meeting halls, and other gatherings. Starting from a psychiatrist's perspective where “inap-
propriate behaviour” in a given public situation is often interpreted as a basis for diagnosing mental 
disorder, he lays out that from a sociologist's perspective, more attention should be directed to de-
scribing “appropriate behaviour” in such situations. As Goffman argues, public encounters form an 
important area of social life and can be characterized by a kind of “communication traffic order”. 
As he explains, “when persons are present to one another they can function not merely as physical 
instruments but also as communicative ones [… which] is fateful for everyone concerned and in 
every society appears to come under strict normative regulation”. Throughout the book, Goffman 
describes different phenomena of this communication traffic order. As laid out above, of main rel-
evance to the present research is the aspect of communication in a minimal, subtle form, namely, 
polite disinterest. In his earlier work (Goffman, 1959), Goffman already referred to “tactful interac-
tion”, referring to situations where “physical isolation is not obtained by walls or distance” but “ef-
fective isolation can at least be obtained by convention”, naming the situation of neighbouring 
booths in a restaurant where each group of persons will at least pretend not to overhear the other. 
In doing so, they follow the rule that when being in a public place, “one is supposed to keep one's 
nose out of other people's activity and go about one's own business” (Goffman, 1959, p. 230). Later 
on, he coined the term civil inattention1 (Goffman, 1963, p. 84), referring to the appropriate degree 
of notice to a stranger in public encounters. As he discusses, there are basically three ways to react 
when meeting a stranger in public: Staring at the other person, ignoring them, or glancing at them 
and then averting the gaze, that is, CI. More specifically, CI is defined by a mostly non-verbal signal 
towards the other person that they have been noticed (e.g., a brief glance, a nod of the head, a smile), 
which is followed by signals of non-attention (e.g., looking in a different direction). CI appears most 
appropriate, as ignoring the other person would treat them as a “non-person” and does not acknowl-
edge their existence. Staring at the other person, in contrast, would acknowledge their existence but 
with a negative connotation. Paying attention to the other person briefly and then withdrawing it 
again signals trust, respect, and a certain degree of unconcern. In other words, CI represents a polite 
combination of not paying attention to someone but still paying respect to the other as a person; it 

 1While Goffman describes CI as an “act of tactfulness” (Goffman, 1963, p. 86), it is not clear whether or how exactly he differentiates between 
the two terms “tactful interaction” (coined in 1959) and CI (coined in 1963). In the present research, we use the more established term CI, 
though the phenomenon we study may also comprise facets of tactful interaction.
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neither signals openness to contact nor mistrust (Hirschauer,  2005). Examples of what someone 
wants to communicate via CI could be: “I don't want closer contact or further interaction.”, “I see 
you, but I'm not watching you.”, “I'm being polite.”, or “I'm not a danger.” As such, CI builds a com-
monplace but potent privacy-preserving mechanism, which people routinely practice in everyday 
situations of physical proximity (Sharon & Koops, 2021).

When characterizing CI, Goffman particularly emphasizes the communication of inattention 
through gaze and typically refers to an encounter between two persons. However, he also interprets 
CI in a broader sense, where other means come into play. For example, again referring to a situation 
in a restaurant, Goffman exemplifies, “when two unacquainted couples are required to share the same 
booth in a restaurant, and they elect to forego trying to maintain an inclusive face engagement, one 
couple may tacitly give way to the louder interaction of the other. In these situations, the submissive 
couple may attempt to show independence and civil inattention by beginning a talk of their own.” 
(Goffman, 1963, p. 119).

Research history of CI and related concepts

Many researchers rooted in sociology and related disciplines picked up the concept of CI over the years 
(e.g., Arminen & Heino, 2023; Cary, 1978), discussing CI as a phenomenon in various instances and 
places such as elevators (Hirschauer, 2005; Zuckerman et al., 1983), or when walking along the street 
(Arminen & Heino, 2023), and revealing that even in unusual situations that naturally capture atten-
tion (here: a freeze performance in a transit hub), people seek for ways to maintain CI (Haddington 
et al., 2012). Researchers also focused on different components of CI, such as gaze (e.g., Arminen & 
Heino, 2023), or possibly relevant context factors, such as physical proximity (Beermann & Sieben, 
2022). In general, one has to acknowledge that depending on the specific situation and physical setting, 
the individual's situational involvement and conditions for showing CI differ. For instance, passing 
by while walking along the street is another condition than passing a person in a supermarket, a joint 
elevator ride, or a joint restaurant booth, and depending on the situation, different means may be used 
to realize CI.

Understanding CI as a ritual (Goffman, 1963) as defined in interaction ritual theory (Collins, 2004, p. 
7), highlights its function as a mechanism of mutually focused emotion and attention, thereby produc-
ing a momentarily shared reality. Moreover, CI can also be understood as an example of a social norm, 
here, “an implicit social contract between passersby” (Arminen & Heino, 2023, p. 3), where “each indi-
vidual projects claims of self-approval and confirms the claims of others”. In general, social norms help 
us to evaluate how we should behave in a situation and how the other person is likely to respond. They 
are the “rules and standards that are understood by members of a group and that guide and/or constrain 
social behavior without the force of laws” (Cialdini & Trost, 1998, p. 152). Social norms help us coor-
dinate behaviour and reduce uncertainty about the appropriate behaviour ( Jonas et al., 2014). As also 
laid out by Sharon and Koops (2021, p. 333), other researchers already discussed public encounters be-
tween strangers and the set of implicit rules guiding such situations (e.g., Arendt, 1958; Benjamin, 2002; 
Simmel, 1906, 2002; Wirth, 1938; cited after Sharon & Koops, 2021), referring to correlated norms such 
as “indifference”, “reserve”, “discretion”, “nonacknowledgment”, “avoidance”, “social distance”, and 
“reticence.” Furthermore, findings from sociological literature indicate that CI is understood as a cho-
reography that demonstrates politeness (Goffman, 1963; Kukka et al., 2013; Nishimura, 2018). Showing 
CI allows others and oneself to engage in personal activities in public spaces while also acknowledging 
their participation in public life (Pfister, 2019).
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CI from the perspective of human-computer-interaction

In recent years, the issue of CI was also recurrently picked up by researchers in Human-Computer-
Interaction (HCI) and technology design. As a matter of course, in the digital age, people increasingly 
rely on technology to maintain CI (as cited by Kukka et al., 2013). Where people used to read news-
papers and magazines on the train automatically signalling “do not disturb”, new technologies such as 
smartphones and headphones act as protective shields today (e.g., Lathia & Capra, 2014). While sociol-
ogy often explores CI in the context of politeness, or violations of CI as a form of stigmatization (e.g., 
Arminen & Heino, 2023; Hirschauer, 2005), HCI research focuses primarily on aspects of privacy and 
security (e.g., Persson, 2001; Sharon & Koops, 2021). In general, with ever more mobile technology 
such as smartphones and laptops, many mundane activities (e.g., personal conversation, entertainment, 
and paper work) are transferred to public places. What one is doing becomes more visible to others. As 
De Armond argues (De Armond, 2018, p. 283), with all the information swirling around us, we may 
have to innovate our approaches to protecting privacy and might borrow practices from what Goffman 
described as civil inattention. As she further argues, instead of emphasizing secrecy of the target, we 
should protect privacy by requiring tactful inattention by potential users rathe (De Armond, 2018, p. 
285). This argumentation builds on the power of CI as a cultural ritual and reflects on how such prac-
tices may be reflected in law and technology design. With many people carrying a smartphone camera, 
the opportunity to record and capture what is happening around is ever present and people make 
great use of it. For many people it has become a ritual that whenever something of interest happens, 
this is documented by taking a photo, and often shared on social media within seconds (e.g., Kümpel 
et al., 2015). Therefore, the question of CI and reassuring others that they can feel safe in the sense of 
not being an object of particular interest gets an extended connotation. Already more than two decades 
ago, Persson (2001) argued that technology such as mobile phones, and making a phone call, which may 
include talking about intimate topics while being among strangers, heavily relies on principles such as 
CI. Following the norm of CI, strangers demonstrate (or at least pretend) that they are not listening to 
others' intimate phone calls. As Persson (2001) assumes, this maintains the alienation and allows the 
mobile caller to perceive the others as a mass and not as hearing individuals. Nowadays, with ever more 
pervasive technology, the question of CI is not only about not staring at another person, but also about 
not listening to their phone calls, not reading on their mobile screens, not taking photos of others pre-
sent, or tracing the identity of strangers with the use of face recognition technologies. The more preva-
lent the technology becomes, the more we have to rely on other's commitment to CI. As Licoppe (2017) 
points out, Goffman's CI appears as a moral expectation and a crucial practical resource in the manage-
ment of encounters with strangers in digitally augmented urban public places. Also, the so-far ritual of 
practicing CI primarily through gaze may be extended by additional forms adapted to the opportunities 
of digital technologies. For instance, Nishimura  (2018) discusses the example of surechigai tsūshin, 
a location-aware technology installed in Nintendo's portable gaming devices, which allows users to 
engage in quasi-anonymous encounters with digital strangers while “passing by” on the street or on 
the train. Given that surechigai tsūshin also offers a means to control how one comes to know others, 
Nishimura (2018, p. 240) sees this as “a digitized form of civil inattention”. Even more advanced, fanta-
sizing about how future forms of CI might look like, Sharon & Koops (2021, p. 341) discuss something 
like a “smartphone gaze”, which would enable people moving around in public to spot smartphones in 
their surroundings that have them in shooting range and then display a state of reserve that indicates a 
desire not to be the object of facial recognition (FR). “As practices of civil inattention would co-evolve 
with such a smartphone gaze and FR-sensitive expressions of reserve, smartphone users might be able 
to exercise a proper level of discretion by not only refraining from using FR against bystanders, but also 
by somehow being able to demonstrate their indifference” (Sharon & Koops, 2021, p. 341).

While we acknowledge the debate for thinking about new operationalizations and “re-building” CI 
by digital means, we also deem it important to base such considerations on a proper understanding of its 
psychological worth for individuals. In the culture of human-centred design (e.g., ISO 9241-210), mean-
ing that whenever you design a technology, you start with a true understanding of the (envisioned) usage 
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context. Then you specify user needs, design possible solutions, and evaluate such solutions against the 
predefined requirements. In doing so, we aim to contribute to a better understanding of context and 
needs, here, people's experience of CI and relevant fulfilled (or threatened) psychological needs, as well 
as potentially relevant context factors.

CI as a source of positive experience

Following Goffman's notion of CI, CI can be assumed to be the most frequent interpersonal ritual 
(Goffman, 1963) and builds a central component for the smooth functioning of public encounters be-
tween strangers in a society. However, it has been rarely explored whether and how CI actually adds to 
people's well-being, how individuals perceive and reflect on it, and whether there is some value of CI be-
yond preventing friction or feelings of discomfort. Still, even if not researched under the terminology of 
CI, there are some findings that suggest positive effects for some of its components. Early psychological 
research demonstrated that CI is perceived as more pleasant compared to ignoring and staring at some-
one (Zuckerman et al., 1983). Also, it has been demonstrated that eye contact leads to social inclusion, 
while a lack of it results in feeling excluded (Wirth et al., 2010). Research found that briefly looking at 
someone is sufficient to reduce their feelings of disconnectedness, regardless of whether you smile at the 
other person or not (Wesselmann et al., 2012). Moreover, prolonged social interactions with strangers 
have been found to be associated with an increase in positive affect and a decrease in negative affect 
(Sprecher et al., 2023). In addition, various studies demonstrate that brief social interactions with stran-
gers are significantly related to higher positive affect (Gunaydin et al., 2021; Sandstrom & Dunn, 2014), 
happiness and well-being (Sandstrom et al., 2014), and life satisfaction (Gunaydin et al., 2021). It has also 
been demonstrated that a sense of belonging is fulfilled through brief social interactions with strangers 
or weak ties (Sandstrom et al., 2014; Sandstrom & Dunn, 2014). Furthermore, the perceived relationship 
with strangers was found to be associated with the fulfilment of various psychological needs such as 
relatedness, autonomy, and competence (Baker et al., 2020). Similarly, research confirms that people feel 
less disconnected when having eye contact compared to when being ignored (Wesselmann et al., 2012). 
Taking all of this into account, recent studies suggest that interactions with strangers can result in en-
hanced well-being and fulfilment of psychological needs.

In sum, although there have been initial investigations of CI in sociological and HCI research, the 
antecedents or underlying psychological mechanisms are rarely examined in detail, and further evidence 
is needed to understand the construct from a holistic perspective. Therefore, the present study aims to 
address this research gap and contribute to answering fundamental questions regarding the psycholog-
ical functions of CI and potential contextual factors.

R ESEA RCH FOCUS A ND STUDY OV ERV IEW

Previous research in sociology and related disciplines, as cited above, has made valuable contributions 
in the structural description of CI and highlighting its function for establishing social order. Also, 
research showed that CI can be observed in various contexts, and people have a strong tendency to 
practice CI and appear disinterested, even if in unusual situations. It thus seems obvious that CI holds 
some value, and the discussions about CI in the digital era suggest that CI might become even more 
relevant nowadays.

Still, the value and psychological function of CI are seldom explored systematically. Also, in the tra-
dition of interaction ritual theory, which focuses on situations rather than individuals (Collins, 2004, p. 
3), the type of investigation has been more from a collective, observational perspective in field experi-
ments (where subjects are observed but not surveyed), but little is known about an individual's subjective 
account of CI.
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In tradition of previous literature that picked up the concept of CI as cited above, we focus on situa-
tions where (at least) two people are present at a public place without any physical boundaries distancing 
the two. Advancing previous perspectives, our focus is on the individual experience and people's reflec-
tions on CI, such as whether they experience and remember episodes of CI and what they perceive as 
positive about CI (or not).

More specifically, we approach the phenomenon of CI through the perspective of psychological need 
fulfilment. Based on psychological needs theory (Sheldon et al., 2001), we broaden the focus to a variety 
of needs associated with positive experience (e.g., autonomy, competence, meaning), studying which needs 
could be hurt without sufficient CI (e.g., privacy, safety) but also which are fulfilled through CI (e.g., re-
latedness, commitment of shared social norms). Finally, we also explore and discuss the relevance of con-
textual factors, that is, situational characteristics, which may make showing and supporting CI even more 
important. For instance, Zuckerman et al. (1983) suggested that the number of people present influences 
the relevance of CI, arguing that in a group of more than two people, there is less need to acknowledge the 
presence of other people, therefore influencing the frequency and importance of CI. However, there was no 
systematic investigation or evidence of this. In the following paragraphs, we lay out such research questions 
in more detail, relate these to existing studies on psychological needs, and provide an overview of our two 
consecutive empirical studies, one qualitative (study 1) and one experimental, quantitative (study 2).

Research questions

The main questions driving this research revolve around two central aspects that are essential for under-
standing CI and expanding the research about this phenomenon. The first aspect of our research aims to 
explore the psychological functions fulfilled by CI. More specifically, we explore whether there are systematic 
variations in general well-being as well as the fulfilment of psychological needs depending on the presence of CI (research question 
1). We focus on well-being and the fulfilment of psychological needs, as results from related research areas 
provide initial indications that these might be particularly relevant for positive experience. Although these 
studies did not focus on the construct of CI itself but rather on social interactions, we assume that CI – as a 
form of brief social interaction – is also associated with well-being and need satisfaction, thus emphasizing 
the relevance of conducting systematic research on this. Moreover, as argued above, it can be assumed that 
CI may have different relevance in various contexts. Therefore, the second aspect of our research aims to 
explore potential contextual factors influencing the relevance (frequency of occurrence and importance) of 
CI. More specifically, this research aims to investigate whether there are systematic variations in the relevance of 
CI depending on different contextual factors (research question 2).

Study overview and contributions

We approached our research questions by a set of two consecutive studies. We first explored which psy-
chological functions CI fulfils and which contextual factors influence the relevance of CI by conducting 
an exploratory interview study (Study 1). Building on the results of the interviews, we then systemati-
cally assessed the influence of CI on well-being and the fulfilment of previously identified psychologi-
cal needs in an experimental online study (Study 2). Furthermore, we included the derived contextual 
factors from Study 1 and examined their moderating effects on these relationships.

Our research advances previous studies in sociology and social psychology as well as human-computer 
interaction with multiple contributions. More specifically, we advance descriptions of CI based on observa-
tion by first-person narratives and an individual perspective of the value of CI. We relate this to psychological 
needs theory, which allows for a more systematic account and categorization of different psychological func-
tions of CI. Moreover, as a first account to the systematic exploration of relevant context factors, we study 
physical distance in an experimental study. In sum, this adds to a deeper understanding of the phenomenon 
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in psychology and sociology as well as a more profound basis on how to protect or design for new ways of 
CI in the digital era, as recently discussed in the field of human-computer interaction.

STUDY 1 (QUA LITATI V E STUDY )

Method and materials

In the following, the sample of the qualitative study will be described in detail. Additionally, further 
information about the procedure of the study and the coding scheme are presented.

Participants

A convenience sample of 25 participants (68% female, 32% male) took part in the study. The age range 
was between 19 and 72 years (M = 34.08, SD = 17.41). The study was announced as an interview on 
public encounters. There was no incentive for participation. To be eligible to participate in this study, 
respondents had to be at least 18 years old and proficient in German.

Procedure

The qualitative study was conducted by interviewing each participant using a structured interview guide 
with open questions (see Appendix A). The primary objective of these interviews was to obtain experi-
ence samples, providing a more profound insight into the functions and occurrence of CI. The inter-
views lasted around 30 min on average. Prior to the interviews, participants had to sign an informed 
consent and provide information on demographic variables (i.e., gender, age, highest level of education, 
and affinity for technology).

As an introduction to the topic, the beginning of the interview involved some icebreaker questions 
and an explanation of the construct CI (without explicitly using the term CI). During the first part of the 
interview, participants were asked about specific encounters wherein they experienced instances of CI. 
Furthermore, the participants were asked how acceptable they perceive CI to be in public settings in gen-
eral and which behaviours would be more or less appropriate. Subsequently, participants were instructed 
to identify psychological needs that they perceived as relevant in the context of CI. This was based on a set 
of seven psychological needs (i.e., competence, meaning, stimulation, security, popularity, autonomy, see 
Appendix B), which have been denoted as candidate needs for satisfaction and well-being in psychological 
need theories (Sheldon et al., 2001) and also have been discussed as the basis for positive experience in the 
context of HCI (e.g., Hassenzahl et al., 2010). During the final part of the interview, five pictures of different 
situations (see Figure 1) were presented. Participants were asked to rate the situations depicted according to 
how frequent and important they perceived CI to be in each situation and to justify their decision.

Coding

Following the transcription of the interviews, a qualitative content analysis (Mayring, 2010) was con-
ducted. Each interview was individually coded by one member of the researcher team and then checked 
for agreement by another person. In case of doubt, consensus was reached by discussion. Given the lack 
of theoretical foundations, the categories were developed inductively. First, we obtained an overview of 
the participants' responses and then derived categories based on approximately half of their responses. 
Subsequently, all of the participants' responses were assigned to the developed categories. If certain 
categories were found to be missing, they were included afterwards and the process of categorizing the 
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       |  9 of  43PSYCHOLOGICAL NEEDS RELATED TO CIVIL INATTENTION

responses of all participants was initiated again. Then, the frequency of mentions across the different 
categories was assessed.

Results

The results are illustrated with statements from the interviews and complemented with relative frequen-
cies. The results regarding familiarity and acceptance of CI will be presented first, followed by common 
situations involving CI, psychological functions fulfilled by CI, relevance of CI, and, lastly, contextual 
factors influencing the relevance of CI. Additional statements referring to the categories listed below as 
well as further categories are presented in Appendix C (Tables C1–C4).

All participants reported that they were familiar with CI. In addition, 81% of participants stated that 
CI in public encounters is “very acceptable”, 13% perceived CI as “acceptable” and only 6% indicated 
that whether CI was acceptable or not depended on the situation. No participant rated CI in public 
spaces as “unacceptable”. For instance, one participant stated:

It's actually very acceptable. That's why I decided to show this behavior. I'm just demon-
strating that we're nice to each other at the moment. If something is wrong, you can talk 
to me, but otherwise, we're just riding the same train, […]. That's why I would say that's 
very acceptable.

Furthermore, another participant mentioned that CI is “very acceptable. I think it's very unaccept-
able if you don't do it [showing CI]. Because it's not very polite. For me, this is about politeness”. 
Moreover, the majority of participants (56%) stated that ignoring the other person would be a less 
acceptable behaviour compared to CI. Starting a conversation with a stranger would also be less favour-
able than CI (44%).

When the person who enters the elevator ignores me […] that's just weird. You're in 
a closed space, the elevator, there are two or three people and I think it's weird when 
you act like the other person doesn't even exist […]. You can at least nod, it's not that 
much effort.

F I G U R E  1   Different situations presented in the interviews. Each depicted situation was shown to all participants (Train: 
Fancycrave 1, 2015; Park: Fietzfotos, 2020; Supermarket: Sergi, 2021; Underpass at night: Smukalla, 2018, Elevator: https://​
www.​shutt​ersto​ck.​com/​de/​image​-​photo/​​busin​ess-​peopl​e-​eleva​tor-​moder​n-​offic​e-​build​ing-​71006​3737).
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Common situations involving CI

When asked where participants most frequently experience CI, they mainly mentioned public trans-
portation (68%) and (grocery) shopping (48%). Additional categories identified included the university 
(28%), going for a walk and waiting rooms (24% each), as well as sports-related activities (20%). It 
should be noted that participants mentioned several situations per person. In addition, the icebreaker 
questions at the beginning of the interview included an example of an elevator. Hence, it was not ana-
lysed when participants stated this situation here.

Psychological functions fulfilled by CI

Participants of Study 1 stated that they generally feel happier when showing and receiving CI which 
refers to an enhanced well-being. One participant stated the following:

I think that's perfectly appropriate […] if you're walking down the street and someone 
passes you, I don't like it when they look down and away, you can just say hello and keep 
walking. That way, everyone is a bit happier.

Moreover, security (68%), relatedness (56%), and autonomy (56%), were the most frequently named 
psychological needs fulfilled by CI. Participants indicated that popularity (32%), competence (24%), 
stimulation (8%), and meaning (4%) were less likely to be met by CI. Regarding security, CI leads to a 
feeling of relaxation, control, and predictability, according to the participants.

[…] giving someone the assurance that you're not a danger to the other person for the time 
being.

Furthermore, they emphasized that CI creates a sense of social belonging and increases their sense 
of relatedness with strangers.

I think that relatedness could be one of the biggest motivations. Not only in particular 
with people that are important to you, but it's also about the feeling of social integration 
and closeness, that you acknowledge each other by simply being aware of each other's 
presence and then also signaling that you're both part of society, which is certainly very 
important for humans in general […].

With regard to autonomy, the participants expressed that they feel in control of how they behave and 
the degree of politeness when demonstrating CI.

Because in the situation I can decide what the first impression is, and I can decide whether 
I […] nod towards the other person or not.

Relevance of CI

Concerning the frequency of occurrence of CI, a precise order emerged from the participants' responses. 
In descending order, the elevator, the train, the supermarket, the park, and the underpass at night were 
selected. One example as to why CI is considered particularly frequent in an elevator is demonstrated 
by the following quote:
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It's really common there. Partly because it's usually just a one-to-one encounter […] and 
you're very close together in a very small space, which probably creates a greater bond […]. 
The feeling of relatedness is probably a bit higher [in an elevator], so I would say it [CI] is 
most commonly experienced there.

Regarding an underpass at night, however, participants stated that they “feel uncomfortable and just 
want to get out [of the situation] quickly without any social interaction.”

No clear order could be identified when asking about the personal importance of CI in the same 
situations. Merely in the most important situation, the elevator (62%), and the least important, the un-
derpass at night (46%), participants were mainly in agreement.

Contextual factors influencing the relevance of CI

The most frequently cited contextual factor influencing the relevance of CI was the narrowness of the 
space (88%). For instance, participants stated, “The narrower the space, the more unpleasant it is to be 
in such a tight space with a stranger. Therefore, it becomes more important to say hello or nod.” In ad-
dition, the number of people present (48%), the proximity to the other person (36%), the time of day, 
and the possibility of distraction (28% each) were mentioned by the participants. The results indicate 
that CI is more relevant in an environment characterized by a smaller space, fewer people present, and 
greater proximity between the people. However, CI seems to become less relevant during the night and 
as the number of distractions increases.

Discussion

In general, participants in Study 1 described CI as an acceptable behaviour that is considered typical in 
public encounters. Participants further stated that CI can be considered a polite act and a desired behav-
iour when people meet in public spaces, as already stated by Goffman and others (e.g., Goffman, 1963; 
Kukka et al., 2013; Nishimura, 2018). These statements underscore that CI is a common and meaningful 
phenomenon in people's everyday encounters in public spaces.

Regarding the relevance of psychological needs (research question 1), security, relatedness, and autonomy 
were identified as the most relevant psychological needs fulfilled through CI. Relating such findings to 
previous research, security can be matched to the ritual character of CI (e.g., Collins, 2004; Goffman, 1963), 
or the functioning of CI as a social norm or social contract (e.g., Arminen & Heino, 2023). CI, as a ritual 
and social norm, provides the interaction partners a sense of security about what will happen next and what 
they have to expect. CI functions as a sign of trying to assure that no embarrassment to one self or the other 
would follow (Puikkonen et al., 2011). This, in turn, can also strengthen the sense of relatedness, as referring 
to the second identified relevant need. As argued in social norm theory (e.g., Turner, 1991), fulfilling the 
same norms builds unity and togetherness. It shows that even a norm such as CI, which stresses distance 
rather than contact between people, can still contribute to feeling related. Because one can trust that the 
other will respect the invisible, non-physical boundaries, this creates the ground for experiencing a sense of 
relatedness. In addition, the notion of CI as fulfilling relatedness needs is also in line with previous research 
showing that “gaze with acknowledgment” (as a proxy to CI) creates a more connection than an “air gaze”, 
thus arguing that “at least in some contexts, civil attention may help maintain a sense of social connection” 
(Wesselmann et al., 2012, p. 67). Finally, the relevance of autonomy needs can be related to previous discus-
sions about CI with regards to privacy (e.g., Nishimura, 2018; Sharon & Koops, 2021), where CI provides a 
space for performing private activities in public without being intruded by others. Moreover, autonomy can 
also be related to CI as a norm and ritual, where the shared norm provides a space for being “oneself” in 
public, and CI provides individuals with the autonomy “to be their own private selves while simultaneously 
recognizing their ongoing potential to participate in common, public life” (Pfister, 2019, p. 183).
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Furthermore, regarding research question 2, contextual factors that should be considered when 
investigating the phenomenon of CI were identified. As described above, participants often men-
tioned the narrowness of the space and the proximity to the other person as main influences on the 
frequency and importance of CI. Since an elevator ride is characterized by an enclosed space and, 
therefore, high proximity to the other people present, it was considered the situation where CI is 
most frequent and most important. This can be connected to transportation research, acknowledg-
ing that crowded situations with limited space can be stressful. As a general assumption, “the denser 
a situation is the more uncomfortable and stressful it is perceived to be” (Beermann & Sieben, 2022, 
p. l). In turn, it seems plausible that as a countermeasure to such stress, social norms providing se-
curity become even more important than in other, less stressful situations.

STUDY 2 ( EXPER IMENTA L STUDY )

To systematically examine the findings from Study 1, a second, experimental study was conducted. The 
participants of Study 1 stated that they generally feel happier when showing and receiving CI. Therefore, 
we assume that CI leads to a positive experience.

H1.  CI has an influence on positive experience.

More specifically, given the results of Study 1, a higher level of general well-being and need ful-
filment is expected when demonstrating CI compared to no CI. Since most participants mentioned 
ignoring as a less acceptable behaviour in Study 1, we decided to compare CI with ignoring as a possible 
operationalization of demonstrating no CI.

H1a.  When CI is demonstrated, the general well-being is higher compared to when ig-
noring is demonstrated.

Regarding psychological needs, this study focuses on the three most frequently mentioned needs 
in Study 1 – relatedness, security, and autonomy. In terms of relatedness, it can be deduced from the 
participants' statements that strangers feel closer when CI is being demonstrated. In addition, showing 
CI can create a community with strangers for a short time. Furthermore, research shows that humans 
have a fundamental need for belonging (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). As only brief eye contact with a 
stranger reduces feelings of disconnectedness (Wesselmann et al., 2012), one can argue that CI fulfils 
this need for belonging through signalling awareness and acknowledging one's existence. Based on this, 
we assume that CI fulfils the need for relatedness more strongly than ignoring.

H1b.  When CI is demonstrated, the need for relatedness is more strongly fulfilled com-
pared to when ignoring is demonstrated.

Furthermore, the participants in Study 1 stated that CI evokes a feeling of relaxation and predict-
ability as well as reduces the fear of potential danger. Having the other person look at you briefly and 
then averting their gaze signals that the interaction ended. This can induce a feeling of relaxation and 
predictability. In addition, CI can be perceived as a signal that the other person is not a threat. If another 
person briefly looks at you and smiles politely, it is more likely to convey the feeling that there is no 
threat compared to them ignoring you. In turn, this can reduce the fear of potential danger.

H1c.  When CI is demonstrated, the need for security is more strongly fulfilled compared 
to when ignoring is demonstrated.

Additionally, the participants from Study 1 stated that by performing CI, they feel able to control 
the level of politeness of the interaction and, therefore, experience a sense of autonomy. After the other 
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       |  13 of  43PSYCHOLOGICAL NEEDS RELATED TO CIVIL INATTENTION

person looks at you briefly, you have the opportunity to decide whether or not to deepen the interaction. 
If the other person ignores you, you may experience less freedom of choice. We therefore argue that CI 
fulfils the need for autonomy more than ignoring.

H1d.  When CI is demonstrated, the need for autonomy is more strongly fulfilled com-
pared to when ignoring is demonstrated.

In addition to the fulfilment of psychological needs through CI, Study 1 also indicated that contex-
tual factors could affect the relevance of CI. In this qualitative study, particular emphasis was repeat-
edly placed on the narrowness of the space and the proximity to the person. Since these aspects are 
commonly associated with each other, we combined them into the factor of physical distance. As the 
participants from Study 1 stated, CI is particularly relevant when the space is small and the persons are 
proximate to each other. We therefore assume that the differences between CI and ignoring regarding 
general well-being and need fulfilment are higher when the physical distance is low.

H2.  There is an interaction effect between the factor presence of CI and the factor physi-
cal distance. The effects assumed in H1 are stronger with low physical distance.

Method and materials

Prior to data collection, the study was pre-registered via AsPre​dicted.​org and an a priori power analysis 
with G*Power (Faul et al., 2007) was conducted. The study was approved by the ethical committee of 
the University. It was conducted in German and as an online questionnaire via Unipark.

Participants

The participants were recruited via social media platforms (Instagram, LinkedIn, and WhatsApp), 
snowball sampling, the digital system for granting participation credits for psychology students, and 
displays at the campus of the university. As an incentive for taking part in the study, participants could 
enrol in a raffle of six 25€ vouchers, or psychology students from the university could receive participa-
tion credits. Participants needed to be at least 18 years old and fluent in German.

Overall, 435 participants completed the survey. Among these, 82 were excluded after participating. 
We excluded participants if they failed to correctly answer at least one manipulation check, which tested 
whether the content of the presented videos was understood. Furthermore, participants were excluded 
if they made comments indicating that their data should not be used. This led to a final sample of 353 
participants (73% female, 26% male, and 1% wished not to state). Their age ranged from 18 to 86 years 
(M = 31.53, SD = 15.25).

Design and study material

A 2 × 2 mixed design was applied with the within-person factor presence of CI and the between-person 
factor physical distance, manipulated through videos. The resulting sequences can be differentiated by 
the order in which the videos are shown (CI first or ignoring first) and by the physical distance in both 
videos (low or high). Hence, there were four possible sequences:

•	 CI → Ign/low: In this sequence, CI was displayed first, followed by ignoring, while both situations 
took place with low physical distance.
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14 of  43  |      DIEFENBACH et al.

•	 CI → Ign/high: In this sequence, CI was displayed first, followed by ignoring, while both situations 
took place with high physical distance.

•	 Ign → CI/low: In this sequence, ignoring was displayed first, followed by CI, while both situations 
took place with low physical distance.

•	 Ign → CI/high: In this sequence, ignoring was displayed first, followed by CI, while both situations 
took place with high physical distance. Exploratively, we examined a scenario in which one person 
starts a conversation as a third condition of the factor presence of CI.

Based on the description above, the study material consists of six videos. Each video displayed 
an encounter of two females in an elevator, with one person already in the elevator (occupant) and 
the other person entering (entrant). In the videos depicting CI, the entrant looked at the occupant, 
who looked back at the entrant. This resulted in a brief eye contact followed by both of them avert-
ing their gaze. Thus, there was no verbal interaction. In the videos depicting ignoring, the entrant 
looked at the occupant, who continued to look at the floor. Hence, no eye contact occurred between 
them. In the videos that illustrate the start of a conversation, the entrant looked at the occupant, 
who looked back at the entrant, resulting in a brief eye contact. Once the entrant averted their gaze, 
the occupant addressed the entrant with “Well, do you have to go to the dentist too?”. The entrant 
responded with “Mhm” and both returned their gaze to the floor. Therefore, a short verbal inter-
action took place.

In videos with low physical distance, the encounter was presented in a small elevator with the entrant 
and occupant standing close to one another. In videos with high physical distance, the encounter took 
place in a large elevator with the entrant and occupant standing far apart. Screenshots of the demon-
strated videos are shown in Figure 2. The full videos are available via https://​osf.​io/​u3e5f/​?​view_​only=​
4d34f​607b2​064b4​fab93​bcbe8​328cc29.

F I G U R E  2   Screenshots of the demonstrated videos. CI, civil inattention.
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Procedure

An overview of the procedure can be found in Figure 3. After agreeing to the informed consent, the 
participants were randomly assigned to one of the four sequences. Every participant saw three videos. 
The first two videos corresponded to the assigned sequence. The last video always showed the start 
of a conversation, respectively with low or high physical distance. After each video, the participants 
answered items on the dependent variables (i.e., general well-being; fulfilment of psychological needs: 
relatedness, security, autonomy; and perceived privacy), a manipulation check, as well as items about the 
perceived physical distance in the video. It is important to note that the participants were instructed to 
rate the situation according to the point of view of the person entering the elevator (entrant). Finally, par-
ticipants provided information on their demographic variables (i.e., age, gender, and main occupation).

Measures

Prior to the implementation of the study, a pre-test was conducted with a final sample of 50 people. The 
self-constructed items were validated and selected according to the best parameters for need fulfilment 
(relatedness, security, and autonomy) and perceived privacy. In addition, the manipulation check and 
items about the perceived physical distance were revised. The self-constructed items can be found in 
Appendix D. Unless otherwise stated below, all items are rated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 
(do not agree at all ) to 5 ( fully agree; without labelling of middle categories).

Key dependent variables
As well-being is a complex and multidimensional construct (Ryff, 1989), various scales were used to 
measure it. A self-constructed item with a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (negative) to 5 ( positive; 
without labelling of middle categories) was used to assess global well-being: “I perceived the situation in 
the elevator as … [negative – positive].” Additionally, one item of the Self-Assessment Manikin (SAM; 
Bradley & Lang, 1994) was used to assess valence, with the extremes being labelled (1 = “It is unpleas-
ant. I am unhappy, angry.”; 5 = “It is pleasant. I am happy, delighted.”). Furthermore, the I-PANAS-SF 
(Thompson, 2015) was employed to measure the positive and negative affect using five items each (posi-
tive affect: α = .62–.68; negative affect: α = .75–.82).

The fulfilment of psychological needs was assessed via two self-constructed items per need based on 
the definitions by Diefenbach et al. (2014). For instance, the items comprised the following statements: 

F I G U R E  3   Procedure of the study. Dependent variables = general well-being; fulfilment of psychological needs: 
Relatedness, security, autonomy; perceived privacy. CI, civil inattention.
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“As the person who enters the elevator, I felt a sense of belonging.” (relatedness); “I felt safe from un-
certainty.” (security); “I felt independent from other persons.” (autonomy). Internal consistencies are as 
follows: α = .77–.83 (relatedness); α = .50–.62 (security); and α = .75–.78 (autonomy).

Manipulation check
The manipulation check consisted of one self-constructed item asking the participants, “What hap-
pened in the video after you entered the elevator?”. After each video, they had to choose between “The 
other person reciprocated your eye contact and started to talk to you.”, “The other person reciprocated 
your eye contact but did not talk to you.”, and “The other person did not reciprocate your eye contact 
and ignored you.”

Manipulation of physical distance
To verify that the manipulation of perceived physical distance was successful, three self-constructed 
items were used. First, participants were asked how big they would describe the elevator in the video, 
ranging from 1 (rather small ) to 5 (rather large). The second item comprised the perceived proximity to 
the other person, with the response options ranging from 1 (close) to 5 (distant). Lastly, participants were 
asked how pleasant they perceived the narrowness of the space and therefore the proximity to the other 
person, ranging from 1 (unpleasant) to 5 (pleasant).

Additional measures
The perceived privacy was assessed via two self-constructed items, for example, stating, “I had no 
concerns about my privacy during the elevator ride.” Internal consistency ranges from .67 to .70. 
Furthermore, gender, age, and main occupation were collected as demographic variables. General well-
being (i.e., global well-being, valence, positive affect, and negative affect) and fulfilment of psychologi-
cal needs (i.e., relatedness, security, and autonomy) comprise our key dependent variables. In addition, 
perceived privacy was assessed exploratively. The intercorrelations between our key dependent variables 
separated by CI and ignoring can be found in Appendix E.

Statistical analysis

The statistical analysis was conducted via SPSS (IBM Statistics Version 29). Independent sample t-
tests were performed to evaluate the success of the manipulation of physical distance. Violations of 
the normal distribution occurred, which were, however, acceptable due to the robustness of t-tests 
(Wilcox, 2011). Given that, with one exception, there were only minor outliers, the analyses were con-
ducted as previously planned. To account for multiple comparisons, a Bonferroni correction was ap-
plied, thus maintaining a significance level of α = .05. Hence, resulting in a final α = .017 for each t-test. 
Effect sizes were calculated using Cohen's d, thereby considering 0.2, 0.5, and 0.8 as small, medium, and 
large effects, respectively (Cohen, 1988).

To test whether general well-being and psychological need fulfilment differ between the conditions 
CI and ignoring, and whether these differences are influenced by physical distance (low vs. high), 2 × 2 mixed 
ANOVAs were conducted. The order of showing the videos was included as an additional independent 
variable to examine whether it influences the effects of the factor presence of CI. Violations of the normal 
distribution and homogeneity of variance were observed but were accepted due to the robustness of 
ANOVAs for large samples (ni > 10; Bortz & Schuster, 2010). More specifically, ANOVAs are robust 
against violations of homogeneity of variance if group sizes are similar in size (Stevens, 1996, as cited in 
Pallant, 2016). As this was the case and there were only minor outliers, the analyses were conducted as 
planned. To account for multiple comparisons, a Bonferroni correction was applied, thus maintaining 
a significance level of α = .05. Hence, resulting in a final α = .007 for each mixed ANOVA. Effect sizes 
were calculated using partial eta square (η2

p
), thereby considering 0.01, 0.06, and 0.14 as small, medium, 

and large effects, respectively (Cohen, 1988).
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Exploratory analyses were also conducted by using mixed ANOVAs. In case of violations of spheric-
ity, Greenhouse–Geisser correction was used to interpret the results.

Results

Manipulation of physical distance

In order to check the successful manipulation of physical distance, independent sample t-tests were 
conducted, examining if the physical distance in a small elevator is perceived to be lower than in a large 
elevator. The perceived size of the elevator, the perceived proximity to the other person, and the evalua-
tion of this proximity were included as dependent variables. Results indicated that the elevator was per-
ceived as significantly smaller in the condition of low physical distance (small elevator; M = 2.20, SD = 0.76) 
compared to the condition of high physical distance (large elevator; M = 3.63, SD = 0.80), t(351) = −17.23, 
p < .001, d = −1.84, 98.3% CI for d [−2.14, −1.53]. The proximity to the other person was perceived as 
significantly closer in the condition of low physical distance (M = 2.43, SD = 0.88) compared to the condi-
tion of high physical distance (M = 3.25, SD = 0.86), t(351) = −8.79, p < .001, d = −0.94, 98.3% CI for d [−1.20, 
−0.67]. The proximity to the other person was evaluated as significantly less pleasant in the condition 
of low physical distance (M = 2.47, SD = 0.72) as opposed to a high physical distance (M = 3.15, SD = 0.81), 
t(351) = −8.30, p < .001, d = −0.88, 98.3% CI for d [−1.15, −0.62].

Hypotheses testing

A 2 × 2 mixed ANOVA was conducted to test whether CI has an impact on positive experience (H1) 
and whether physical distance influences these effects (H2). Only results relevant to our hypotheses are 
reported. All other results of the mixed ANOVAs and of the pairwise comparisons for the interaction 
between the presence of CI and order can be found in Appendix F (Tables F1–F9). Means and standard 
deviations of the key dependent variables can be found in Table 1.

Starting with general well-being (H1a), composed of global well-being, valence, positive affect, 
and negative affect, the presence of CI has a significant main effect on general well-being across 
three of the four variables. Results of the mixed ANOVAs revealed a significant main effect of 
the presence of CI on global well-being, F(1, 349) = 310.12, p < .001, η2

p
 = .471. Global well-being 

is significantly higher in the condition CI compared to the condition ignoring. Moreover, there is a 
significant main effect of the presence of CI on valence, F(1, 349) = 249.54, p < .001, η2

p
 = .417. In the 

condition CI, the valence is significantly higher as opposed to the condition ignoring. A main effect 
of the presence of CI on positive affect was not found, F(1, 349) = 2.25, p = .135, η2

p
 = .006. Positive 

T A B L E  1   Means and standard deviations of key dependent variables separated by presence of CI.

Presence of CI CI Ignoring

Global well-being, M (SD) 3.08 (1.01) 2.12 (0.85)

Valence, M (SD) 3.29 (0.74) 2.58 (0.74)

Positive affect, M (SD) 2.81 (0.65) 2.73 (0.64)

Negative affect, M (SD) 2.01 (0.80) 2.47 (0.82)

Need for relatedness, M (SD) 2.75 (1.03) 1.54 (0.73)

Need for security, M (SD) 3.13 (0.99) 2.61 (1.00)

Need for autonomy, M (SD) 3.59 (0.97) 3.36 (1.11)

Note: N = 353.
Abbreviation: CI, civil inattention.
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affect does not differ significantly between CI and ignoring. Regarding negative affect, however, a 
significant main effect of the presence of CI was observed, F(1, 349) = 97.09, p < .001, η2

p
 = .218. 

Negative affect is significantly lower in the condition CI compared to ignoring. Thus, hypothesis 1a 
is largely supported (see Figure 4).

Regarding the fulfilment of the psychological needs for relatedness (H1b), security (H1c), and au-
tonomy (H1d), a significant influence of the presence of CI on the fulfilment of all three psychological 
needs was found. There is a significant main effect of the presence of CI on the fulfilment of related-
ness, F(1, 349) = 514.84, p < .001, η2

p
 = .596. Fulfilment of relatedness is significantly stronger in the con-

dition CI than in the condition ignoring. Besides, there is a significant main effect of the presence of CI 
on the fulfilment of security, F(1, 349) = 70.04, p < .001, η2

p
 = .167. Fulfilment of security is significantly 

stronger in the condition CI compared to the condition ignoring. Furthermore, a significant main effect 
of the presence of CI on the fulfilment of autonomy was found, F(1, 349) = 15.81, p < .001, η2

p
 = .043. 

Fulfilment of autonomy is significantly stronger in the condition CI as opposed to ignoring. Thus, hy-
potheses 1b, 1c, and 1d are supported (see Figure 5).

No significant interaction effects between the presence of CI and physical distance on either of the 
key dependent variables were found using mixed ANOVAs, F(1, 349) ≤ 2.92, p ≥ .089, η2

p
 ≤ .008. Thus, 

hypothesis 2 is not supported. Means and standard deviations of key dependent variables separated by 
presence of CI and physical distance are reported in Table 2.

In addition to testing the experimental factors' impact, we checked potential order effects, that is, the 
order in which the videos were shown. The mixed ANOVAs with the presence of CI, physical distance, 
and order as independent variables revealed significant interaction effects between the presence of CI 
and the order on global well-being, valence, positive affect, negative affect, fulfilment of relatedness, 
and fulfilment of security. The analysis demonstrated stronger effects of the presence of CI in the 
assumed direction when ignoring was presented first, except for positive affect. Fulfilment of security 
only differs significantly between CI and ignoring when ignoring was presented first. Means and stan-
dard deviations of key dependent variables separated by the presence of CI and order are presented in 
Table 3. Statistical coefficients can be found in Appendix F.

F I G U R E  4   Means of general well-being separated by presence of CI (CI vs. Ignoring). N = 353. CI, civil inattention. 
Error bars represent standard errors of means.
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Exploratory analyses

As there were no precise assumptions about how starting a conversation influences the positive experi-
ence in contrast to CI and ignoring, this factor was examined exploratively. Mixed ANOVAs revealed 
significant main effects of the factor presence of CI on global well-being, F(1.82, 698) = 194.44, p < .001, 
η
2

p
 = .358, valence, F(1.68, 698) = 116.52, p < .001, η2

p
 = .250, positive affect, F(1.87, 698) = 24.91, p < .001, 

η
2

p
 = .067, negative affect, F(1.88, 698) = 44.79, p < .001, η2

p
 = .114, fulfilment of relatedness, F(1.90, 

698) = 549.13, p < .001, η2
p
 = .611, fulfilment of security, F(1.91, 698) = 60.56, p < .001, η2

p
 = .148, and ful-

filment of autonomy, F(1.89, 698) = 9.79, p < .001, η2
p
 = .027. A clear order can be derived for global 

well-being and fulfilment of relatedness, as they are met the most by starting a conversation, followed 
by CI, and lastly ignoring. Some of the variables (valence and fulfilment of security) are equally met by 
CI and starting a conversation, although less by ignoring. The same pattern emerges for negative affect 
in a reverse order, as low values indicate a higher well-being. Moreover, positive affect is higher when a 
conversation is started compared to CI or ignoring, whereby no difference between CI and ignoring was 
found. The need for autonomy is fulfilled the most by CI, whereas starting a conversation and ignoring 
fulfil autonomy needs to the same extent. Furthermore, it was examined exploratively how the presence 
of CI influences perceived privacy. A mixed ANOVA revealed a significant main effect of the presence 
of CI on perceived privacy, F(1.84, 698) = 34.40, p < .001, η2

p
 = .090. The perceived privacy is equally high 

when CI and ignoring were demonstrated compared to starting a conversation. Statistical coefficients 
of the pairwise comparisons and illustrations of the observed patterns can be found in Appendix G 
(Tables G1–G3 and Figures G1–G3).

Discussion

As with regards to research question 1 and in line with our hypotheses, results show that general well-
being is predominantly higher when CI is demonstrated as opposed to ignoring. Further, the needs for 
relatedness, security, and autonomy are more strongly fulfilled by CI. However, addressing research 
question 2, we did not find the assumed interaction effect between CI and physical distance, that is, the 
effect of CI was independent of the size of the elevator and the proximity of the persons. A possible 

F I G U R E  5   Means of psychological need fulfilment separated by presence of CI (CI vs. Ignoring). N = 353. CI, civil 
inattention. Error bars represent standard errors of means.
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explanation for the missing interaction effect could be that it is not the narrowness but the closed nature 
of the space itself influencing the relevance of CI. Both conditions, the smaller and the larger elevator, 
may represent a condition of public encounter where dealing with the other person's presence is simi-
larly relevant, and the differing conditions of physical proximity may not have significantly changed the 
social situation. This parallels findings from Beermann and Sieben (2022), studying perceived discom-
fort in waiting situations of varying crowd density (i.e., more or less people waiting together in a box 
of a given size). Other than expected, the researchers did not find a clear correlation between reduced 
space and discomfort. They argued that besides the physical space, also anonymity may play a role, as-
suming that “being with five other people is less stressful than being with fewer people due to a certain 
level of anonymity” (Beermann & Sieben, 2022, p. 11). This finding also parallels the results of Study 1, 
where some participants' statements suggested that when the number of people present in the encounter 
increases, CI becomes less relevant.

Furthermore, to some extent, the effects of CI were stronger when the video with ignoring was 
presented first, indicating a contrast effect. One might assume that showing CI, considered fulfilling a 
social norm, particularly becomes apparent in contrast to not fulfilling this norm. Thus, when partic-
ipants first see a situation where a person is ignoring the other one, the positive effect of CI becomes 
more evident than if CI is shown first.

In addition, explorative analyses that contrasted CI and ignoring the third condition of starting 
a conversation revealed mixed findings across the different measures of well-being and need ful-
filment. Altogether, ignoring was often correlated to lower values compared to CI and starting a 
conversation, except for privacy, where starting a conversation was correlated to the lowest values. 
In a way, CI could thus be interpreted as an accepted midway that manages to address naturally 

T A B L E  2   Means and standard deviations of key dependent variables separated by presence of CI and physical distance.

Presence of CI Low physical distance High physical distance

Global well-being

CI, M (SD) 2.93 (1.05) 3.24 (0.94)

Ignoring, M (SD) 2.06 (0.84) 2.19 (0.85)

Valence

CI, M (SD) 3.20 (0.75) 3.38 (0.72)

Ignoring, M (SD) 2.52 (0.71) 2.65 (0.77)

Positive affect

CI, M (SD) 2.77 (0.65) 2.85 (0.64)

Ignoring, M (SD) 2.71 (0.68) 2.75 (0.60)

Negative affect

CI, M (SD) 2.05 (0.85) 1.98 (0.74)

Ignoring, M (SD) 2.53 (0.81) 2.40 (0.83)

Need for relatedness

CI, M (SD) 2.70 (1.06) 2.80 (1.01)

Ignoring, M (SD) 1.48 (0.66) 1.61 (0.80)

Need for security

CI, M (SD) 3.07 (1.04) 3.20 (0.92)

Ignoring, M (SD) 2.57 (0.96) 2.66 (1.04)

Need for autonomy

CI, M (SD) 3.45 (1.01) 3.74 (0.91)

Ignoring, M (SD) 3.25 (1.10) 3.47 (1.12)

Note: nlow physical distance = 181, nhigh physical distance = 172.
Abbreviation: CI, civil inattention.
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somewhat opposed needs (e.g., privacy, relatedness) at the same time. As a matter of fact, approach-
ing another person to create more closeness and relatedness often goes along with intruding the oth-
er's privacy. Caring for one's own or the other's privacy, in turn, could be interpreted as disinterest 
or not caring for relatedness. CI seems to soften this tension. Measures of general well-being and 
need fulfilment of relatedness, autonomy, and security are on a similar level as for starting a con-
versation. However, while starting a conversation impairs privacy needs (compared to ignoring), CI 
is correlated to similarly levels as ignoring. This pattern somewhat parallels the original conception 
of CI by Goffman (1963), where CI is described as the appropriate solution for public encounters 
among strangers and the respectful midway between staring (disrespectful attention) and ignoring 
(disrespectful inattention).

GENER A L DISCUSSION

Previous research on CI has been mainly based on theoretical, descriptive accounts, or empirical studies 
based on observations. In order to gain a more holistic picture of CI, the present studies complement 
this with a mixed-method approach. Based on an interview study, it was possible to gain exploratory, 
qualitative insights from a first-person perspective into the still fairly unexplored phenomenon of CI. 
About 60 years after the first notion of the concept (Goffman, 1963), CI continues to be relevant and 
reflected in people's narratives. Subsequently, a systematic, experimental investigation of the findings 
with regard to the psychological functions of CI and relevant contextual factors advanced such insights. 
This provided an opportunity to explore aspects of the phenomenon in greater depth. Thereby our 

T A B L E  3   Means and standard deviations of key dependent variables separated by presence of CI and order.

Presence of CI Order 1 (first video CI) Order 2 (first video ignoring)

Global well-being

CI, M (SD) 2.71 (1.03) 3.41 (0.87)

Ignoring, M (SD) 2.01 (0.87) 2.22 (0.82)

Valence

CI, M (SD) 3.01 (0.74) 3.55 (0.64)

Ignoring, M (SD) 2.47 (0.81) 2.68 (0.67)

Positive affect

CI, M (SD) 2.54 (0.58) 3.05 (0.61)

Ignoring, M (SD) 2.84 (0.59) 2.64 (0.67)

Negative affect

CI, M (SD) 2.24 (0.83) 1.81 (0.70)

Ignoring, M (SD) 2.45 (0.83) 2.48 (0.82)

Need for relatedness

CI, M (SD) 2.28 (0.95) 3.17 (0.92)

Ignoring, M (SD) 1.56 (0.76) 1.53 (0.72)

Need for security

CI, M (SD) 2.90 (1.07) 3.34 (0.85)

Ignoring, M (SD) 2.70 (1.00) 2.54 (1.00)

Need for autonomy

CI, M (SD) 3.54 (1.06) 3.64 (0.89)

Ignoring, M (SD) 3.47 (1.07) 3.26 (1.14)

Note: norder 1 = 167, norder 2 = 186.
Abbreviation: CI, civil inattention.
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findings contribute to the psychological understanding of CI and also potentially designing for it, as 
suggested in recent discussions in HCI and design research (e.g., De Armond, 2018; Nishimura, 2018; 
Sharon & Koops, 2021; Wu & Lehtonen, 2022).

In the following sections, we discuss the psychological functions fulfilled by CI as well as the impact 
of contextual factors. Afterwards, we refer to the present study's limitations and implications for further 
research.

Psychological functions fulfilled by CI

The findings of both studies suggest that CI fulfils various psychological functions. General well-being 
is significantly higher and psychological needs (specifically relatedness, security, and autonomy) are 
fulfilled to a greater extent when CI is shown compared to ignoring. The results are consistent with the 
findings of Sandstrom et al. (2014), stating that brief social interactions with strangers – CI can be de-
fined as a form of brief social interaction – are significantly related to greater well-being. Furthermore, 
the need for belonging is fulfilled through these kinds of interactions (Sandstrom et al., 2014; Sandstrom 
& Dunn, 2014). Similarly, the findings of Wesselmann et al. (2012) suggest that people feel less discon-
nected when having eye contact, characterizing CI, compared to when being ignored. Moreover, as 
Goffman (1963) postulated, CI is more appropriate than ignoring. Ignoring treats the other person as a 
“non-person” and does not acknowledge their existence, which might explain why the positive experi-
ence is higher with CI when compared to ignoring. Nevertheless, no significant difference was found 
between CI and ignoring positive affect. CI is considered a social norm and therefore the expected be-
haviour in public encounters. As the positive affect scale measures emotions indicating a more activated 
state (e.g., the items alert and attentive), it is reasonable to argue that CI as “fulfillment of expectation” 
does not influence positive affect in this study.

Overall, it is important to mention that the differences between CI and ignoring are occasionally 
stronger when the video with ignoring was presented first. A possible explanation for this finding may 
be a contrast effect, that is, CI is rated more favourably if ignoring is shown first and CI is contrasted 
with it accordingly. This indicates that CI is a subtle phenomenon. Similarly, the participants in Study 1 
perceived CI as a “normal”, typical behaviour. In addition, ignoring was mentioned as a less acceptable 
behaviour. Thus, it is plausible that we only become aware of the positivity of this subtle behaviour when 
it is contrasted with a negatively valued behaviour such as ignoring.

Exploratory analyses suggest that it was not possible to establish a distinct order with regard to what 
is considered to be the most appropriate behaviour in public encounters. For instance, the need for au-
tonomy is fulfilled stronger by CI than by ignoring or starting a conversation, while the need for related-
ness is fulfilled the most by starting a conversation, followed by CI, and lastly ignoring. These findings 
may be interpreted as suggesting that initiating a conversation is the most appropriate behaviour when 
the desire for social inclusion is currently predominant. However, ignoring would be the most appropri-
ate behaviour in cases where people want to be left alone. CI could be seen as a balance that combines 
both extremes and is considered acceptable for most people. The statements of the participants from 
Study 1 support this notion (e.g., “I think it [CI] is very acceptable. […] I believe that it's actually just 
the right middle ground.”). However, when meeting strangers in public, it is usually unclear how they 
are feeling or what their current psychological needs are. Therefore, demonstrating CI fulfils different 
kinds of psychological functions to a certain extent compared to other behavioural alternatives and thus 
contributes to a pleasant encounter.

Impact of contextual factors

No evidence was found in Study 2 that the contextual factor of  physical distance in the selected situation 
influenced the relevance of  CI. Thus, the size of  the elevator and the proximity of  the persons had no 
influence on the extent to which CI and ignoring differed with regard to the fulfilment of  psychological 
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functions. However, this does not necessarily mean that there are no contextual factors that influence 
the relevance of  CI. From Study 1, indications emerged that CI varies in frequency and importance in 
different contexts. In Study 2, the contextual factor physical distance was derived from the frequently 
mentioned factors narrowness of  the space and proximity to the other person in Study 1. As for the 
implementation in Study 2, the physical distance was manipulated via the size of  the elevator, either small 
or large, and the proximity of  persons to each other. However, it may be that the distance within a closed 
space is not crucial for the relevance of  CI, but rather the enclosed nature of  a space itself. This may 
be related to the perception of  escapability. As an example, it is possible that CI is more relevant in an 
elevator or waiting room rather than in a park or on the street. Also, the temporal element could be of  
relevance, that is, the time of  encounter. As shown in previous studies, the relationship between physical 
density and stress also varies over time (Beermann & Sieben, 2022). Hence, if  a public encounter just lasts 
a few seconds until two persons have passed one another, this may be a different situation compared to 
longer times of  confrontation. Therefore, based on our results, it may not be dismissed that contextual 
factors influence the frequency and importance of  CI.

Limitations and further research

Even though this study contributed to the research of a still largely unexplored phenomenon, limita-
tions have to be considered as well. As in the case of numerous other studies, the drawn samples are not 
entirely representative. Most of the participants were young, female, and had a high level of education. 
The studies were conducted with a German sample; thus, cultural differences as to which behaviour is 
considered acceptable in public encounters are possible (cf. Sandstrom et al., 2014). For example, previ-
ous research suggests that positive and negative affect in social encounters have different effects on 
individuals with independent (individualistic) or more interdependent (collectivistic) cultural orienta-
tions (Kafetsios et al., 2018). Such discrepancies might limit the generalizability of the obtained results. 
Hence, further research might ought to investigate these nuances regarding CI between cultures.

Furthermore, it should be noted that the qualitative data were rated by only one examiner. In order to 
determine interrater reliability, further studies should use multiple independent examiners. Regarding 
the experimental study, it should be taken into account that internal consistencies were partly unsatisfy-
ing (i.e., need for security, positive affect). Future studies could include more items when measuring the 
need for security and positive affect to address this methodological issue.

Additionally, the participants were instructed to rate the situations according to the point of view of 
the person entering the elevator. However, it is possible that participants were not fully able to distin-
guish between their own feelings and the entrant's facial expressions, potentially causing a rating bias. 
Future research could include more sophisticated manipulations, such as videos recorded directly from 
the participant's perspective or VR technology to ensure optimal immersion. Another way to examine 
CI are field studies to observe the behaviour in natural settings. This enables the examination of genu-
ine reactions (e.g., feelings, perceptions) to different behaviours in public encounters.

Furthermore, a same-sex matchup (two women) was selected for Study 2. This decision was based 
on the assumption that the perception of the situation could be influenced by dynamics between sexes, 
such as threat or rejection. The participants were supposed to put themselves in the perspective of 
a woman. Therefore, it is possible that perspective-taking may have been somewhat challenging for 
people of a different gender. Future research should ensure that participants are able to immerse them-
selves in the position of same-sex individuals and could explore whether a mixed-gender matchup has 
an impact on the effects of CI.

In Study 2, CI was compared with two alternative behaviours only: ignoring and (forced) conversa-
tion. Follow-up research could investigate further examples of disrespectful, too much attention. For 
example, one could explore how repetitive gazing, staring, or a prolonged interest or an ongoing attempt 
to keep talking are evaluated in comparison to CI.

As the elevator was rated as the situation in which demonstrating CI was of the highest relevance by 
participants in Study 1, the manipulation was based on this scenario. Additional research is necessary to 
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investigate the effects of CI in other public environments, such as public transportation, the gym, or, as 
previously mentioned, less enclosed spaces such as a park. As a result of higher escapability in less en-
closed spaces, it is reasonable to assume that throughout encounters in these spaces, CI is less relevant. 
Furthermore, other contextual factors should be examined in future research. A possible contextual 
factor could be the number of people present (for more contextual factors, see Appendix C). According 
to the results of Study 1, we assume that as the number of people present in the encounter increases, CI 
becomes less relevant, but this needs to be examined systematically.

CONCLUSION

Overall, CI is a subtle phenomenon but nevertheless fulfils a central role in the management of public 
encounters and addresses fundamental psychological needs such as relatedness, security, and autonomy. 
While CI is a long-established social norm, rooting back in implicit processes of norm formation, pos-
sibly even long before it was coined as such by Goffman in the 1960ies, nowadays, in the digital era, CI 
gains additional relevance and is also challenged in new ways. All the more, it is essential to integrate a 
socio-psychological perspective when thinking about ways to design technologies, policies, and physical 
structures that shape the being together of people in urban public places. We hope that the present study 
builds a basis for such reflections and will further help to continue the value of CI in future decades.
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A PPEN DI X A

Interview guideline

ICEBREAKER AND INTRODUCTION TO THE TOPIC
[Short introduction]

Can you remember an elevator ride where strangers were present?

•	 Where did you use the elevator?
•	 How many strangers were present in this situation?
•	 Can you remember what you and the other persons did? For example: How close were you to each 

other? Was there communication or eye contact between you?

TYPICAL SITUATIONS
[Brief description of a typical example of CI: Imagine you get into an empty elevator and press the 5th 
floor button because that is where you have to go. The elevator starts moving. But shortly afterwards, 
you feel it slow down and stops again on the 1st floor. The door opens, and a person gets in and presses 
the button for the 6th floor. As you enter, you look briefly at the other person, slightly smiling, before 
turning away and spending the rest of the ride in silence, without making eye contact, until you get off 
on the 5th floor.

Such situations are what we are interested in. This way of somehow “politely ignoring” the other 
person, signalling to the other that you have noticed them, perhaps by nodding or a brief smile, but 
then again making it clear again that communication will not continue, for example, by shifting the 
gaze away.]

•	 Does this type of human interaction sound familiar to you?
•	 What other possible situations can you think of in which you behaved similarly?
•	 Under which conditions would you briefly make eye contact, nod, or smile at the other person?
•	 Under what conditions wouldn't you demonstrate the behaviour just described?

[Encouraging the participant to think about the situation they have just described]

•	 Can you describe your behaviour in that particular situation?
•	 Did you initiate eye contact, smile at the other person, or nod?
•	 How did you behave afterward? Did you turn your attention away or did you stay attentive towards 

the other person?
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PSYCHOLOGICAL FUNCTIONS OF CI
•	 Why did you behave like that at this moment?
•	 How did you feel in that situation? Why do you think you have felt that way?
•	 How acceptable is it to show the described behaviour in public and why?
•	 Which behaviour would be more/less appropriate in your opinion?
•	 How would you have felt if the other person was observing you?
•	 How did the other persons behave?

[Explanation of the seven presented psychological needs]

•	 Which of these needs do you think might play a role and why?
•	 Can you think of any other needs that might play a role in this? If so, which ones?

CONTEXTUAL FACTORS
[Presentation of the five example situations (train, supermarket, park, underpass at night, and elevator) 
and request that participants rank them in order of the frequency of CI]

•	 Can you now tell me why you chose that particular order?
•	 Why do you think the behaviour occurs most frequently in that situation (situation at the top)?

[Asking them to rank the situations again but for the importance of CI]

•	 Can you tell me why you chose this order?
•	 Why is the behaviour in this situation (situation at the top) most important to you?

If we compare your chosen orders for frequency and importance, …

•	 [If same]: Why hasn't anything changed in the order?
•	 [If different]: Why did you sort the situations differently now? What is different here?
•	 Do the situations in which the behaviour is frequent and important have something in common? If 

so, what is it?

CONCLUSION
•	 Addressing and clarifying questions
•	 Collection of demographic variables
•	 Thank you and farewell

A PPEN DI X B

Definitions of psychological needs based on Diefenbach et al. (2014)
Psychological need Definition

Competence The need to face challenges and overcome them. Including experiences of success and 
self-efficacy

Relatedness The need to feel close to others, especially the people who are important to you. This comprises 
the feeling of social integration and closeness

Meaning The need to hold on to meaningful things and gain new insights

Stimulation The need to get to know new things. Including curiosity, entertainment, or distraction
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Psychological need Definition

Security The need to be able to plan things and to be safe from threats and uncertainty. This comprises 
the feeling of relaxation through planning and structure

Popularity The need to be recognized by others, to be someone whom others find interesting or whom 
others emulate. Including fame, and responsibility as well as power, and influence

Autonomy The need to be able to decide things autonomously. Including self-determination, self-reliance, 
and independence

A PPEN DI X C

Detailed overview of the interviews' categories

T A B L E  C 1   Overview of exemplary statements indicating that CI is a highly acceptable behaviour.

Statements

“Actually, [CI is] the only acceptable behaviour in German society. We're not particularly talkative, which is why starting 
a conversation would be very weird, but somehow ignoring would also be rude. So, I believe, it [demonstrating CI] is peak 
German behaviour.”

“I think it [CI] is very acceptable because by just saying hello or smiling, you somehow demonstrate at the beginning that 
you're not extremely unfriendly or anything.”

“It tends towards politeness or simply being nice, you do not necessarily need to have a great conversation, but at least nod. 
For this, you do not even have to speak. Even smiling [demonstrating CI] is a sign of friendliness.”

Note: N = 25.
Abbreviation: CI, civil inattention.

T A B L E  C 2   Overview of the most frequent answers regarding the question which behaviour is less acceptable than CI.

Categories Frequency Statements

Ignoring 56% “If you completely ignore each 
other, I personally consider it as 
inappropriate in the particular 
situation.”

“Simply not noticing anyone 
at all and just looking at the 
floor or something.”

Starting a conversation 44% “When I am constantly involved 
in conversations because I 
personally do not like having 
small talk with strangers.”

“For me, it's less appropriate 
if someone forces a 
conversation on me or 
someone else, whatever 
the case may be. There are 
definitely signals that you do 
not want to talk. I perceive it 
as inappropriate to not just 
leave strangers alone but to 
continue the conversation, 
even though it's obvious that 
it's not desired.”

Note: N = 25. The participants mentioned several behaviours per person. Only those categories were listed which were mentioned at least by 
20% of the participants.
Abbreviation: CI, civil inattention.
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T A B L E  C 3   Overview of psychological functions fulfilled by CI.

Categories Frequency Statements

Security 68% “For example, the person can plan to smile 
and then focus on something else. This 
means that they can control the situation 
in the sense of knowing that if the person 
nods back, it won't lead to something else 
now.”

“If you nod at someone in a 
friendly way and they nod back 
friendly/politely, you immediately 
feel safer than when they snap 
at you, look at you funny/grimly 
or just look away grimly. It 
[demonstrating CI] takes away 
any fear of threat.”

Autonomy 56% “Because I can decide for myself how I 
behave in the situation and set the level 
of politeness. But I can also make the 
decision which level of interaction I have 
with the other person and can make clear 
‘Okay, I don't want to talk to you now or 
maintain eye contact'.”

“Because you want to decide 
freely whether or not to talk to 
someone, that is, you decide not 
to talk [by demonstrating CI].”

Relatedness 56% “[By demonstrating CI] I have already 
formed a small bond with someone. I also 
like them in a way because I've greeted 
them.”

“Not in the broader sense, that 
is, not to show that we want to 
become friends, but we're part 
of this little elevator community 
that now wants to be taken to a 
certain floor.”

Popularity 32% “[By demonstrating CI, you] get a bit of 
appreciation. When you nod at someone 
and they nod back, it's a bit of a sign of 
respect and acknowledgment.”

“I am nodding at other people 
and also expect a reaction or get a 
reaction. This can also give me a 
feeling of acknowledgment; that 
people recognize me, look at me.”

Competence 24% “When you're a rather shy person and 
smile at people and thus come out of your 
comfort zone.”

“If you think about the fact that 
you have overcome a challenge by 
saying hello, because maybe some 
people find it more difficult.”

Note: N = 25. The participants mentioned several needs per person. Only those categories were listed which were mentioned at least by 20% of 
the participants.
Abbreviation: CI, civil inattention.
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T A B L E  C 4   Overview of contextual factors influencing the relevance of CI.

Categories Frequency Statements

Narrowness of the 
space

88% CI is less relevant, “when I think of a 
park […]. There is a lot more space.”

CI is more relevant “because of the 
limited space.”

Number of people 
present

48% CI is more relevant “if there are 
fewer strangers involved. For 
example, if a train is crowded, the 
behaviour [CI] would occur less than 
for example in an elevator with only 
two people.”

“The more people, the less you need 
it [CI], because you blend in more. 
If there are only three of you, it's 
very unpleasant when nobody does 
anything, when nobody looks at each 
other for at least a second.”

Proximity to the 
other person

36% “Because even if it's only for a short 
time, you're relatively close to a 
complete stranger and showing a 
little sympathy [by demonstrating 
CI] is better for your conscience.”

“Sometimes, you're only half a meter 
apart [in the elevator], that's why it 
[CI] happens more often because it's 
also an unnatural situation. […] You 
wouldn't stand that close to strangers 
on the street or in the park. And I 
think it's important for people to smile 
because it's perhaps absurd to stand 
that close to each other.”

Possibility of 
distraction

28% “For me, it [CI] is not that relevant, 
I would say, in situations in which 
it's simply obvious that I am busy. 
So, I wouldn't expect someone who 
is highly concentrated to smile at 
me for a moment. And that's how I 
experience it in the supermarket, for 
example.”

“For me, it [CI] is always important 
when there are no distractions. In 
the elevator for example, you're just 
standing there, meaning that there's 
no reason not to greet each other 
politely and then leave them alone.”

Time of day 28% CI is less relevant in the evening/
at night: “For example referring to 
the underpass at night, it's perhaps 
just my opinion in this case, because 
I experience it [CI] somehow 
unpleasant, especially at night.”

CI is less relevant in the evening/
at night: “I could imagine that the 
behaviour [CI] is shown more often 
during daytime in the park than in the 
evening. Also, in the evening people 
walk through the park quickly, for 
example, to get home fast.”

Threatening nature of 
the situation

24% CI is less relevant “in situations 
where I do not want to have any 
contact at all or where it's a social 
norm that it can make the other 
person uncomfortable somehow. For 
me, this is the underpass at night. 
You usually know that if you see a 
woman walking around somewhere 
alone, you might just leave the 
woman alone instead of scaring her 
or something.”

CI is less relevant “if it's at night and 
I am walking through an underpass 
and I do not know my surroundings 
or whatever. If a person walks towards 
me that I cannot recognize, I then 
just want to get past as quickly as 
possible.”

Escapability in the 
situation

20% CI is more relevant in situations 
“in which you're practically trapped 
with other strangers. It's not easy to 
escape the situation.”

“You can't escape the situation and it 
[CI] is mandatory and I expect it [CI] 
from others too.”

Note: N = 25. The participants mentioned several contextual factors per person. Only those categories were listed which were mentioned at least 
by 20% of the participants.
Abbreviation: CI, civil inattention.
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A PPEN DI X D

Self-constructed items

GLOBAL WELL-BEING
Instruction: Please evaluate your feelings from the perspective of the person entering the elevator. Firstly, 
please describe your experience in the situation with the following statement.

Item: I perceived the situation in the elevator as …
Response options: negative □ □ □ □ □ positive

PSYCHOLOGICAL NEEDS
Instruction: After watching the video, please evaluate your feelings and your experience in the situation 
described from the perspective of the person entering the elevator.

Item: As the person who enters the elevator, I felt …
… a sense of interpersonal trust. (relatedness 1)
… a sense of belonging. (relatedness 2)
… safe from uncertainty. (security 1)
… like not having to think much about my actions. (security 2)
… independent from other persons. (autonomy 1)
… able to follow one's own preferences. (autonomy 2).
Response options: do not agree at all □ □ □ □ □ fully agree.

PERCEIVED PRIVACY
Instruction: Please describe your feelings and experience from the perspective of the person entering the 
elevator with the following statements.

Items:
I had no concerns about my privacy during the elevator ride.
I felt that my personal space was respected.
Response options: do not agree at all □ □ □ □ □ fully agree

MANIPULATION CHECK
Item: What happened in the video after you entered the elevator?

Response options:
□ The other person reciprocated your eye contact and started to talk to you.
□ The other person reciprocated your eye contact but did not talk to you.
□ The other person did not reciprocate your eye contact and ignored you.

MANIPULATION OF PHYSICAL DISTANCE
Item 1: How big would you describe the elevator in the video?

Response options: rather small □ □ □ □ □ rather large
Item 2: How would you describe the proximity to the other person in the video?
Response options: close □ □ □ □ □ distant
Item 3: How pleasant did you perceive the narrowness of the space and therefore the proximity to the 

other person?
Response options: unpleasant □ □ □ □ □ pleasant
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A PPEN DI X E

Intercorrelations for key dependent variables by CI and ignoring
Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Global well-being – .56** .04** −.41** .46** .36** .33**

2. Valence .65** – .04** −.53** .25** .44** .38**

3. Positive affect .42** .38** – −.03** .17** .10** .04**

4. Negative affect −.60** −.58** −.23** – −.20** −.46** −.37**

5. Need fulfilment of 
relatedness

.69** .61** .48** −.40** – .31** .15**

6. Need fulfilment of 
security

.49** .48** .25** −.49** .40** – .50**

7. Need fulfilment of 
autonomy

.36** .30** .19** −.37** .18** .51** –

Note: The results for the condition CI are shown below the diagonal, the results for the condition ignoring are shown above the diagonal.
Abbreviation: CI, civil inattention.
**p < .01.

A PPEN DI X F

Full results of the mixed ANOVAs for the key dependent variables and the pairwise 
comparisons for the significant interactions between presence of CI and order

T A B L E  F 1   Analysis of variance results for presence of CI, physical distance and order on global well-being.

Source df F p �
2

p

Between-subjects

Physical distance 1 8.50 .004 .024

Order 1 33.71 <.001 .088

Physical distance × order 1 0.06 .808 .000

Error 349

Within-subjects

Presence of CI 1 310.12 <.001 .471

Presence of CI × physical distance 1 2.92 .089 .008

Presence of CI × order 1 21.50 <.001 .058

Presence of CI × physical distance × order 1 0.49 .485 .001

Error 349

Note: N = 353.
Abbreviation: CI, civil inattention.
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T A B L E  F 2   Analysis of variance results for presence of CI, physical distance and order on valence.

Source df F p �
2

p

Between-subjects

Physical distance 1 6.46 .011 .018

Order 1 37.89 <.001 .098

Physical distance × order 1 0.42 .519 .001

Error 349

Within-subjects

Presence of CI 1 249.54 <.001 .417

Presence of CI × physical distance 1 0.34 .563 .001

Presence of CI × order 1 14.07 <.001 .039

Presence of CI × physical distance × order 1 0.10 .755 .000

Error 349

Note: N = 353.
Abbreviation: CI, civil inattention.

T A B L E  F 3   Analysis of variance results for presence of CI, physical distance and order on positive affect.

Source df F p �
2

p

Between-subjects

Physical distance 1 1.38 .240 .004

Order 1 7.87 .005 .022

Physical distance × order 1 0.15 .696 .000

Error 349

Within-subjects

Presence of CI 1 2.25 .135 .006

Presence of CI × physical distance 1 0.43 .514 .001

Presence of CI × order 1 91.20 <.001 .207

Presence of CI × physical distance × order 1 0.31 .577 .001

Error 349

Note: N = 353.
Abbreviation: CI, civil inattention.
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T A B L E  F 4   Analysis of variance results for presence of CI, physical distance and order on negative affect.

Source df F p �
2

p

Between-subjects

Physical distance 1 2.03 .155 .006

Order 1 8.21 .004 .023

Physical distance × order 1 0.24 .626 .001

Error 349

Within-subjects

Presence of CI 1 97.09 <.001 .218

Presence of CI × physical distance 1 0.39 .532 .001

Presence of CI × order 1 26.97 <.001 .072

Presence of CI × physical distance × order 1 0.17 .680 .000

Error 349

Note: N = 353.
Abbreviation: CI, civil inattention.
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T A B L E  F 6   Analysis of variance results for presence of CI, physical distance and order on need for relatedness.

Source df F p �
2

p

Between-subjects

Physical distance 1 2.51 .114 .007

Order 1 34.59 <.001 .090

Physical distance × order 1 0.05 .817 .000

Error 349

Within-subjects

Presence of CI 1 514.84 <.001 .596

Presence of CI × physical distance 1 0.05 .816 .000

Presence of CI × order 1 77.19 <.001 .181

Presence of CI × physical distance × order 1 0.61 .434 .002

Error 349

Note: N = 353.
Abbreviation: CI, civil inattention.

T A B L E  F 7   Analysis of variance results for presence of CI, physical distance and order on need for security.

Source Df F p �
2

p

Between-subjects

Physical distance 1 1.63 .203 .005

Order 1 2.53 .113 .007

Physical distance × order 1 0.08 .775 .000

Error 349

Within-subjects

Presence of CI 1 70.04 <.001 .167

Presence of CI × physical distance 1 0.06 .812 .000

Presence of CI × order 1 25.50 <.001 .068

Presence of CI × physical distance × order 1 1.50 .222 .004

Error 349

Note: N = 353.
Abbreviation: CI, civil inattention.
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T A B L E  F 8   Analysis of variance results for presence of CI, physical distance and order on need for autonomy.

Source df F p �
2

p

Between-subjects

Physical distance 1 7.61 .006 .021

Order 1 0.33 .566 .001

Physical distance × order 1 0.89 .345 .003

Error 349

Within-subjects

Presence of CI 1 15.81 <.001 .043

Presence of CI × physical distance 1 0.45 .504 .001

Presence of CI × order 1 7.42 .007 .021

Presence of CI × physical distance × order 1 3.31 .070 .009

Error 349

Note: N = 353.
Abbreviation: CI, civil inattention.
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T A B L E  G 3   Pairwise comparisons for the main effects of presence of CI on perceived privacy.

Comparison

Perceived privacy

Mean difference SE p

99.3% confidence interval

LL UL

CI – ignoring 0.02 0.06 >.999 −0.15 0.19

CI – conversation 0.46 0.06 <.001 0.27 0.65

Ignoring – conversation 0.44 0.07 <.001 0.22 0.66

Note: N = 353.
Abbreviation: CI, civil inattention.

F I G U R E  G 1   Means of general well-being separated by presence of CI (CI vs. Ignoring vs. Starting a Conversation). 
N = 353. CI, civil inattention. Error bars represent standard errors of means.
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F I G U R E  G 2   Means of psychological need fulfilment separated by presence of CI (CI vs. Ignoring vs. Starting a 
Conversation). N = 353. CI, civil inattention. Error bars represent standard errors of means.
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F I G U R E  G 3   Means of perceived privacy separated by presence of CI (CI vs. Ignoring vs. Starting a Conversation). 
N = 353. CI, civil inattention. Error bars represent standard errors of means.
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