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Waiting for an ATM: Territorial Behavior at 
Automated Teller Machines 
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In a seemingly counterintuitive observation, territorial behavior occurs frequently with respect to public spaces, 
which by definition are not owned by an individual. Previous studies indicate that an intrusion into an individual’s 
perceived territory will elicit a lingering response from the individual, even when the perceived territory is a 
public space. The purpose of this study was to determine if this effect would occur even if it may be in the 
subject’s best interest to exhibit a flight response in reaction to an intrusion. Subjects’ times at an ATM were 
recorded in both a control condition in which no one else waited to use the ATM and in an experimental condition 
that involved a confederate standing in line behind them. Results indicate that users will take the same amount of 
time at an ATM regardless of the presence of an intruder. Territorial behavior may not occur because an 
individual does not regard an ATM as his/her territory and therefore behaves the same way whether or not the 
area is intruded upon. 
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An area is considered a territory when it is controlled 
through demarcation—separation by explicit boundaries—and, 
if necessary, defense (Ruback, 1989).  Defense of a territory is 
an instance of territorial behavior.  Privately owned areas, such 
as residences or permit-enforced parking spaces, are considered 
primary territories because they are important to those who 
own them (Altman, 1975). In general, territorial behavior is a 
result of a foreigner’s intrusion into a primary territory.  When 
an individual enters a home without permission, the residents 
tend to defend it.  In contrast, public spaces are areas that are 
not under direct ownership of the individuals that utilize them; 
at various times, many individuals have “possession” of a 
public space for short periods of time.  Many studies of 
territorial behavior in humans involved intrusions on 
individuals who temporarily occupied public space and 
surprisingly have produced evidence that the occupier of the 
space will defend it.  Territorial defense in this case is 
exhibited by way of lingering; individuals cannot explicitly lay 
claim to a public area and therefore are limited to passive 
protection of the space. 

Territorial behaviors in public spaces have been 
studied extensively in recent years, and results from earlier 
studies are in direct contradiction to more recent outcomes.   A  
 
1 Melissa Stemig (stem0059@umn.edu) is a junior in The College of Liberal 
Arts majoring in Psychology with a Spanish minor. She intends to pursue a 
PhD in Industrial/Organizational Psychology after she graduates in May 2012. 
 

study conducted by Felipe and Sommer (1966) involved 
confederates invading the personal space of college students in 
the study hall of a university library. They found that the 
intrusion caused a flight response from the students; the 
average time a student spent at the hall severely decreased 
when his or her personal space was intruded upon. However, 
no study since has yielded similar results.  

Ruback and his colleagues have conducted several 
experiments examining territorial behavior in public spaces. 
His first study (Ruback, 1987) compared time spent in the 
aisles at a university library when students were and were not 
alone in the aisle. The results indicated that individuals stayed 
in the aisles longer when they were intruded upon. Next, an 
experiment was conducted using a similar procedure to 
determine if the effect applied to phone booth users (Ruback, 
Pape, & Doriot, 1989); the same effect occurred—those who 
were intruded upon spent more time in the phone booth than 
those who were not. Ruback and Snow (1993) tested whether 
the presence of others had an effect on the territorial behaviors 
of drinkers at a drinking fountain. The data from this study 
showed that drinkers who were intruded upon took longer at 
the fountain than drinkers who were not. Finally, Ruback and 
Juieng (1997) conducted an experiment observing whether 
those who were intruded upon displayed territorial behavior 
even if doing so was contrary to their ultimate goal. The 
researchers timed subjects who were leaving a parking space 
both when no one was waiting and when someone was waiting 
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to take the same space. Again, the data showed that those who 
were intruded upon took longer to vacate the space than those 
who were not.  

It seems counterintuitive that a person should defend a 
public space given that they have no ownership of the space 
and thus have no explicit right to do so. Although territorial 
behavior has been observed in public spaces that generally pose 
no threat to the individual, other public areas exist in which it 
would be to a person’s advantage to leave quickly and not 
defend the space—such as the area surrounding an Automated 
Teller Machine (ATM). Unlike other public spaces, defense of 
these types of areas leaves an individual vulnerable to others. 
 This study supplements the current literature; it has 
not yet been studied whether territorial behavior in public 
spaces will occur when such behavior may not be in the 
subjects’ best interest. Our experimental condition involves a 
confederate standing in line—closer than individuals normally 
do—behind a subject at an ATM. This intrusion should alert the 
subject to the possibility that their personal information will be 
seen by another person. Identity fraud is a salient concern for 
the modern population, and exhibiting territorial behavior in 
relation to an ATM could potentially put an individual at risk 
for this type of crime. Therefore, we hypothesize that intrusion 
in this case will lead to a flight response in subjects instead of 
territorial behavior.  
 
 

METHOD 
 
Participants 
 We observed a total of 30 subjects for this experiment. 
All demographic information was estimated by the researchers; 
there was no informational exchange between subjects and 
experimenter. Subjects’ ages ranged from an estimated 18 to 35 
years of age. Fifteen were male and fifteen were female. 
Subjects were chosen by convenience sampling; any individual 
that happened to make a withdrawal at an ATM at the Coffman 
Memorial Union on the Minneapolis campus of the University 
of Minnesota was observed. 
 
Materials 
 Few materials were required to conduct this 
experiment. A stopwatch capable of measuring time in seconds 
was used to record the duration of time spent at the ATM.  
 
Procedure 
 The experimenter began the stopwatch as soon as a 
subject stood within approximately one foot of the ATM with 
clear intent to use the machine and stopped it as soon as the 
individual left that one foot radius. The only condition that was 
manipulated was the presence of a confederate (one of the 
female authors) “in line” behind the subject, standing 
approximately one foot away from him or her. The confederate 
assumed this position within seconds from when the subject 
moved within a foot of the ATM. Three different confederates 
were used throughout the experiment but the outward 

appearance of the confederates was controlled for; each wore 
clothing typical of a college student (t-shirt, jeans, sweatshirt, 
etc.). Shortly after getting in line, the confederate coughed 
realistically to ensure that the subject was aware of her 
presence. Subjects that were assigned to the control condition 
were timed only when there was no person behind them in line 
for the duration of their transaction. If a non-confederate 
individual lined up behind the subject, the subject was 
discarded from the dataset. The duration of the transaction and 
apparent demographic information was recorded for both 
experimental and control groups. 

 
 

RESULTS 
 
  Data were analyzed using an independent samples t-
test. Results indicated that ATM users that were intruded upon 
(M = 40.53, SD = 13.48) and users who were not (M = 
40.47, SD = 10.86) did not differ significantly in the duration 
of time they spent at the ATM, t(28) = −0.15, p = 0.99.  

 
 

DISCUSSION 
 

We hypothesized that intrusion on ATM users would 
result in a flight response, but the data did not support this. On 
average, users spent the same amount of time at an ATM 
regardless of the presence of another person in line behind 
them. Similar results have not been reported in the published 
literature on the effect of intrusion on territorial behavior—
either a flight or defense response has been given. A possible 
explanation for this is the lack of control the user has over the 
amount of time spent at the ATM; the machine can process 
requests in a limited amount of time despite the internal desires 
of the user, which may have produced a floor effect in the data. 

In the absence of a floor effect an explanation for the 
data becomes less clear. Perhaps ATM users do not feel as 
much ownership of the space as compared with a parking space 
or drinking fountain. The challenge lies in determining why 
that difference exists. It could be related to the availability of 
the resources, as there are generally more ATMs around than 
there are drinking fountains or parking spots in a full lot, so the 
space is not thought of as valuable. Or, the behavioral 
difference could be due to varying levels of effort required to 
obtain the resources—finding a good parking spot in a full lot 
or a particular book in a large library takes a lot more time and 
patience than does finding an ATM, although this distinction 
seems less clear in the case of drinking fountains. Another 
possibility is that as intruders the confederates were not 
sufficiently intimidating to evoke a response from the subjects 
and that a male confederate or one dressed more threateningly 
may produce different results. The present results suggest that 
in future studies of territorial behavior it may be important to 
consider the perceived level of territoriality as well as the 
potential harm from lingering. 
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