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oneself and putting limits to the disclosure. Such movements towards and away follow our two basic and seemingly 
opposed motivations: the motivation towards sharing and belonging and the motivation towards separating and be-

these in almost each interaction.   

dynamic of moving towards and away from the other. Through this process, we negotiate the appropriate distance or 
proximity in between us. The end results or phases of such a negotiation can even have a visual representation. Aron 
et al3 inclusion of other in the self. 

 Illustration of Inclusion of Other in the Self (IOS) Scale (Aron et al, 1992)

is a transgression in either direction, emotional reactions call our attention to a disorder in the implicit choreography. 
Consider the examples below: 

A young Argentinian woman enters a Parisian restaurant and is welcomed by a young wait-
er that takes a step closer to her, she takes a step closer to him and suddenly they kiss each 
other on the cheek, but none of them really understand why.

A young Senegalese student is met by a French classmate in the corridor, who motions to 
initiate a kiss on the cheek as salutation and he does not know how to react, he’s frozen. He 
had never used the kiss on the cheek before. 

From the examples above we see that this “right distance” does have a physical component: the actual physical dis-
tance we take from another person is not random, it is part of our personal and cultural repertoire of non-verbal com-
munication.4 But it is much more: it includes what we say to each other and how we say it. The examples also show 

not collide, in the interaction.  

3 
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5 calls “sensitive zones” those domains of life which tend to create misunderstand-

-
ing tools for youth workers that they could use with the youngsters is not our main ambition here. Indeed, we found 
that youth workers face even more challenges when it comes to negotiating their right distance and right proximity 
with the youngsters they are involved with. This should not be a surprise if we consider that the very key ingredient of 
youth work is precisely establishing a relationship with young people that is close enough so that they “let them in” 

lose their professional identity as such to become friends with the youngsters.  We could almost speak about a built-in 

6 
gathered and analysed earlier on in the project. 

INCIDENTS OF PROXIMITY

Too close to be distant: the proximity of identities

It appears that before we even start to create proximity through our actions, without knowing we have already made 

out automatically each time we meet another person. This categorisation can indicate that we possibly share a lot in 
common with the other person (we are both women, middle-class, black, have a similar taste in music or in clothes, 
etc.) or to the contrary that we apparently share very little (I’m older, he’s young, I’m black, he’s white...).  These cat-
egorisations are merely “labels”, and some may even have no implication whatsoever in the actual closeness that 
we as two individuals may develop. But the truth is that our patterns of social perception are trained to give value to 

The incident Sound system
in the preparation of a performance. They share a lot in common: their age, their gender, their status as migrants, the 
region they come from... They share so much in fact that for the young man this is enough to diminish the one thing 

What we believe in

It is not only who we are that can create an imbalance, but also what we believe in. Strong convictions of the youth 
worker can motivate her to overstep the usual borders. In the incident Don’t follow the Ramadan a youth worker is 

success. In the situation Predator in the training a trainer is convinced she has a mission to protect a “naïve” young 
woman from the seductive manipulation of a lesbian young woman. In the situation Hungry it is the desire for hori-

-
tions.  And not only our values concerning “youth work” and “education” but a wide diversity of values going beyond 

-
try, etc.  

As Hennessey (2011:1)7

 -

 

7 
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fundamental dimensions of life such as sexual relationships, child-rearing practices, roles associated with gender, 
lesbianism and homosexuality, marriage and divorce and so on.”  

-

with her roles. We see such a storyline unfold in the situations These activities are shit and I’ve been over this a long 
ago.  The refusal to recognise the special role of the other person reduces the distance that separates them in order to 

Gender and power play

forms. In the incidents The earwhisperer and Hand on thighs young male participants commit forms of what can be 

whispered in the ear of the facilitator, a hand secretly placed on the thighs of the facilitator under the table can aim at 
overcoming the perceived superior status of the professional with respect to a participant.   

The pull of intimacy

In all the examples before we did not acknowledge that intimacy is indeed wonderfully precious, and the possibility 

temporarily suspended. In the situation Declaration of love a young male participant declares his romantic intentions 

Between the lovers is told by an art therapist who accepts to help a young couple that formed in her workshops. She 

-

distance.  And, beyond the themes to tackle, we have also learnt about the necessary methods. 

HOW TO TRAIN FOR GOOD PROXIMITY AND GOOD DISTANCE?

Focus on self-awareness: knowing who we are

-

Self-awareness is a major theme” (Kaushik, 2017).8 

-
come conscious of basic elements of identities, gain awareness of the values they cherish, and being attentive of 

real-life situations. 

8 
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Embodied self-awareness: knowing how we are

-
ments of conceptual self-awareness. These are aspects we know about ourselves and that we can express in words. 

-

helping us to take cues in a situation and check the validity of our representations and preconceptions.  

Intercultural approach

-

Interactive, embodied, theatrical methods

Proximity and distance are constructed in interactions, where we are present in our bodies and our emotions. When 
we are approached or rejected by others, we are invaded by feelings of joy, fear, anxiety, impatience, etc. To ensure 

-
ence that approximates to the real-life situations as much as possible. For this reason, the activities proposed have to 
be embodied and interactive. Hence our choice for using theatre methods, more particularly improvisational theatre, 

-

The training we propose is built around these pillars. For a full overview please have a look at the learning path and 
the learning path video

along the way on the adjustments recommended.  


