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Abstract
Eye contact is one of fundamental components of nonverbal communication, yet affective evaluations of direct 
gaze are complex and highly context-dependent. Cultural background appears to play a crucial role in shaping 
the interpretation and social function of gaze behaviors, likely leading to significant cross-cultural variation in 
preferences for eye contact. However, cross-cultural empirical research on eye contact comfort remains limited. 
The present study addresses this gap using a large and diverse sample of 10,387 participants (aged 18–73) from 
51 study sites, who reported their comfort with direct eye contact when interacting with strangers, acquain-
tances, and close others. In line with expectations, individuals report feeling most comfortable making eye 
contact with close others, followed by acquaintances, and finally strangers. Beyond geosocial factors such as 
socioeconomic status, Human Development Index, and climate, our analyses identify collectivism and gender 
equality as important predictors of eye contact comfort. These findings suggest that cultural variation in gaze 
behavior is more multifaceted than commonly assumed and cannot be reduced to simple regional dichotomies. 
Although the present study is exploratory and based on self-reported assessments of eye contact comfort, it 
provides one of the first large-scale cross-cultural examinations of this construct and generates novel, test-
able hypotheses regarding the cultural and socioecological foundations of gaze behavior. Overall, the findings 
highlight the need to consider both individual-level and contextual variables when examining nonverbal com-
munication across societies and provides a unique, large-scale dataset documenting global variation in eye 
contact comfort.

Keywords  Eye contact · Eye contact comfort · Gaze behavior · Cross-cultural differences · Nonverbal 
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Introduction

In many non-human species, particularly primates and other vertebrates, direct gaze often functions as a signal of 
dominance, challenge, or imminent aggression1,2. In humans, however, eye contact is among the most important 
components of nonverbal communication, occurring across a wide range of social contexts from infancy through 
adulthood3,4, serving as a critical element in interpersonal relationship formation5–7 and constituting a crucial 
channel for transmitting interpersonal signals8–11. Direct gaze, in particular, plays a pivotal role in initiating and 
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regulating face-to-face interactions12, capturing visual attention and prompting cognitive and emotional engage-
ment13. Eye contact further exerts significant influence on various social evaluations14,15, with individuals who 
maintain it often being perceived more favorably than those who avert their gaze (for a review see7). Direct gaze 
has been linked to social attributes such as dominance, potency, and control16,17, has been shown to influence 
judgments of likability, attractiveness, intelligence, and credibility18–20 and to affect individual mate choice21. The 
complex roles and meanings of eye contact are often categorized within the so-called “dual function of gaze”22, 
presenting the eye contact both as the means for information gathering and information signalling23–25.

However, affective evaluations of direct gaze seem to be complex and context-dependent (for a review, see7, 
with culture emerging as a prominent factor affecting the assessment and perception of eye contact. Much of the 
foundational work on this topic stems from research conducted several decades ago. Early studies framed global 
differences in eye contact acceptance and aversion through the dichotomy of contact and non-contact cultures26, a 
classification of a range of different non-verbal behaviors derived from early cross-cultural research on proxemics 
(see also27. Research has examined the interpretation of direct eye contact, observed eye contact behaviors, and 
the interpersonal assessments elicited by direct gaze.

Survey studies performed in Western cultures, such as the United Kingdom and Italy, indicated that maintaining 
eye contact is traditionally interpreted as a sign of attentiveness and social engagement16,28. By contrast, an early 
theoretical work concerning nonverbal expression29 suggests that in East Asian cultures, such as Japan and China, 
gaze aversion can be interpreted as a gesture of respect or deference. These cultural norms seem to be reflected in 
behavioral patterns recorded in observational studies. A culture-focused review indicated that Japanese managers 
were found to make less mutual eye contact than their American counterparts during negotiations30, while two 
other laboratory-based studies reported that individuals from Japan generally maintained less eye contact when 
conceiving an answer to various questions31,32. These observations were further tested in experimental settings 
involving physiological reaction measurement and a questionnaire assessment. While Japanese and Finnish par-
ticipants did not differ significantly in their physiological responses to direct and averted gaze, in the direct gaze 
condition the Japanese participants rated the presented face as angrier, less pleasant and less approachable. This 
suggests that direct gaze can be perceived as threatening and unpleasant in Japanese culture33. Such cultural dif-
ferences in affective evaluation seem to stem from culturally informed social norms7,33,34. Nevertheless, while 
these findings have become canonical, they reflect just a part of sociocultural realities and may not capture the 
complex dynamics of gaze behavior.

In attempt to better understand and explain the cross-cultural differences eye contact, some recent studies 
employed more sophisticated experimental paradigms targeting gaze behaviors. Cross-cultural eye-tracking stud-
ies revealed that East Asian participants looked in the eyes less in than Western participants in a mutual gaze con-
dition35 and that, when attempting to learn or recognize a face, East Asian participants looked at the eyes less than 
Western participants36. Using wearable eye-trackers, Hessels and colleagues22 further performed a study focused 
on face gazing of Japanese and Dutch participants during unstructured conversation and joint task completion. 
While not targeting eye contact specifically, the study reported less face-oriented gazing behavior in the Japanese 
participants22. However, a different work37 showed that during social interactions, Western (British and Irish) 
participants exhibited more mouth-oriented and less eye- and central face region-oriented gazes than Japanese 
participants. While the study focused on gaze behaviors and not mutual eye contact (only the participants’ gaze 
behaviors was recorded), the authors’ observations were replicated in another work, which showed that dyads of 
East Asian origin exhibited longer mutual gazes than dyads of Western origin38. The cultural background (East 
Asian/Western European) of children aged between 1 and 7 years affected how they looked at another person’s 
eyes and mouth, but not their eye contact patterns39.

These studies challenge the idea of “simple” gaze avoidance in East Asian cultures and suggest that contextual 
factors can affect this behavioral pattern (see also38.

Overall, the existing literature on eye contact comfort seems to be in need of supplementing. Although the 
dichotomy between Western “gaze engagement” and Eastern “gaze avoidance” may not be absolute, previous 
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research suggests that preferences and norms regarding eye contact indeed vary substantially across cultural 
contexts. Its variablility appears to mirror the differences between contact and non-contact cultures26 observed 
in other aspects of nonverbal behaviors, like, in interpersonal distancing40. This assumption seems to be justi-
fied by some early psychological studies27. However, despite eye contact being a powerful communicative cue 
influencing social behaviors and evaluations, existing cross-cultural research is scarce. Descriptive data are miss-
ing and it is not fully clear to what extent cultural norms and individual differences predict the preferred degree 
of direct eye contact. Existing findings tend to be limited to a few geographical and cultural contexts and are 
often laboratory-based, which decreases their generalizability. Scarceness of studies involving so-called “non-
WEIRD” populations (Henrich et al., 2010), outside of Westernized cultures and developed Eastern countries, is 
also very problematic, given cultural and geographical influences on numerous aspects of social behaviors41,42. 
Previous research also suggests that specific individual characteristics, such as gender, may be related to one’s 
eye contact preference28, but has provided few examples of other relevant variables or explanations for their 
effects. Finally, existing works seldom combine the individual and cultural variables, leaving this research area 
to be further explored.

Here, we aimed to assess the degree of eye contact comfort in a cross-cultural context. The first aim of this 
study was to generate descriptive data for eye contact comfort in a large multinational sample. Specifically, we 
focused on explicit self-assessments of eye contact comfort, defined as the degree to which individuals feel com-
fortable maintaining mutual eye contact with another person. Although exploratory in nature, we assumed that 
such assessments could serve as a useful proxy for direct eye contact behaviors, while also reflecting broader 
social norms and cultural conventions surrounding eye contact. In turn, this approach may provide a valuable 
basis for generating further hypotheses and research concerning nonverbal communication across cultures.

In a similar vein, we sought to explore whether (and which) individual- and culture-level variables predict the 
degree of eye contact comfort. Given the scarcity of cross-cultural research in the eye contact domain, we based 
our exploratory framework on research concerning two other established non-verbal expressions of social inti-
macy—interpersonal distance preferences and touch behaviors—which have previously been associated with the 
contact-non-contact cultural dichotomy26,43–45. To investigate possible explanatory mechanisms, the computed 
models comprised variables that were previously found to be associated with these constructs (see e.g41,42,46..,.

At the individual level, we included gender, age, pathogen stress, conservatism, religiosity, and gender equality 
attitudes. On the populational level, the models comprised average regional temperature, Human Development 
Index, pathogen stress, conservatism, collectivism, gender equality attitudes, and religiosity. Although the selec-
tion of these predictors was exploratory, previous theoretical and empirical work suggests that these variables 
may plausibly relate to eye contact norms and comfort. At the same time, existing literature does not allow for 
straightforward predictions regarding the direction of these associations. For example, early observational stud-
ies often reported lower levels of eye contact in East Asian cultures, which are commonly characterized as more 
collectivistic. However, the collectivism–individualism dimension primarily concerns the relationship between 
individuals and their social groups, as well as the organization of these groups within society47. From this perspec-
tive, collectivist cultures could also promote stronger social cohesion and socially oriented nonverbal behaviors, 
including eye contact, because social ties within groups tend to be more stable and interdependent than in highly 
individualistic cultures. Similarly, Behavioral Immune Theory48 may provide a useful framework for understand-
ing cultural variation in nonverbal behavior. Safer environments characterized by lower pathogen prevalence may 
facilitate more approach-oriented and affiliative behaviors, whereas ecological threat may alter social signaling 
strategies. Previous studies have indeed shown that regional pathogen prevalence can be associated with behav-
iors related to the contact–non-contact cultural distinction49. Importantly, many of the variables included in the 
present analyses are likely interconnected. For instance, individualism has been linked to economic development 
both as a potential antecedent and consequence of affluence: economic prosperity increases opportunities for 
personal autonomy, while greater autonomy may foster innovation and further economic growth47. Likewise, 
cultural gender inequality and broader societal development may shape both internal emotional processes (e.g., 
appraisals) and external emotional display rules50. Finally, climatic factors such as temperature have frequently 
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been associated with emotional expressiveness and social behavior51,52. Collectively, these findings suggest that 
eye contact comfort may emerge from a complex interplay of ecological, cultural, socioeconomic, and psycho-
logical influences.

Materials and methods

Participants

The study comprised 10,414 adult participants from 51 countries and territories (see Table 1). The recruitment 
plan was focused on as high cultural diversity as possible within the allocated budget and resources. Participants 
were panel members of an external survey company, recruited with pre-defined distributions of age, gender and 
residential area. The survey company invited and compensated them. The subsample within each study site was 
to comprise about 200 participants to ensure sufficient power for two-level models53. For clarity of the further 
analyses, which also included gender as a factor, we decided not to analyze responses from 27 participants who 
did not disclose their gender or described it as “other” rather than male or female. The final sample comprised 
10,387 participants aged 18–73 (Mage = 39.46 ± 14.13, 50% women), with 63.8% being in a relationship and 
58.2% having children. Descriptive characteristics of participants from each included study site are presented in 
Table 1.

Methods

The participants completed an on-line survey on eye contact comfort and several other constructs, which are 
described in detail in the section below. This study was part of a larger project (see Kowal et al., 2024, 2025), 
and the survey contained also some other measures unrelated to the current study. The translations of all scales 
were performed by professional translators with substantial experience in academic and cross-language trans-
lation work and particular attention was paid to semantic equivalence and cultural appropriateness during the 
translation process. The protocols of all studies complied with the Declaration of Helsinki and were accepted by 
the Ethics Committee of the Institute of Psychology, University of Wroclaw. All participants provided informed 
consent to be included in the research.

Eye contact comfort

To assess eye contact comfort, we developed a brief scale consisting of six items. Each item addressed com-
fort with maintaining direct eye contact in different relational categories: a same-sex stranger, an opposite-sex 
stranger, a same-sex acquaintance (someone the participant knows but not well), an opposite-sex acquaintance, 
a same-sex close person (e.g., close friend, relative, or partner), and an opposite-sex close person. Participants 
were asked to rate their agreement with the statement, “I feel comfortable maintaining direct eye contact with…” 
for each of the analyzed relational categories. Responses were recorded on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 
1 (definitely not true) to 7 (definitely true). The scale was inspired by the interpersonal distance preference scale 
successfully employed in previous cross-cultural research41.

Based on the individual responses we collected, we computed eye contact comfort indices: (a) an individual 
eye contact comfort index, a mean of the six answers, for each participant included in the study (the index further 
used in the main data analysis), and (b) a culture-level eye contact comfort index for each study site (recorded for 
descriptive purposes and presented in Table 2). For exploratory purposes, we further computed the mean values 
of culture-level indices of eye contact preference in three relational categories (stranger, acquaintance, close per-
son) listed in the questionnaire (for descriptive data, see Table 2).
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Table 1  Descriptive characteristics for the included study sites.
Study site N Age (M) Age (SD) Gender (% 

women)
Relationship (% in 
a relationship)

Children (% of 
parents)

SESa (M) HDI Tem-
pera-
ture

Algeria 213 38.39 14.12 46.90 54.50 39.90 6.038 0.745 23.8
Argentina 201 39.27 13.79 50.20 60.70 59.70 5.896 0.849 15.4
Australia 201 40.13 14.45 50.70 52.70 62.20 5.05 0.946 22.4
Bangladesh 202 39.36 13.70 49.00 63.90 48.00 6.51 0.67 25.5
Bolivia 201 39.78 14.20 49.30 57.20 51.70 5.468 0.698 20.9
Brazil 202 39.18 14.35 50.50 58.90 63.40 6.153 0.76 25.7
Bulgaria 202 39.51 14.54 49.00 70.30 57.90 5.723 0.799 12.1
Chile 200 39.13 14.42 50.00 66.50 59.00 5.76 0.86 9.6
China 202 39.20 14.00 51.00 80.70 76.20 6.188 0.788 7.9
Colombia 202 39.66 14.42 50.50 63.40 56.40 5.564 0.758 25.2
Ecuador 199 39.14 13.82 50.30 59.30 57.80 5.764 0.765 21.6
Egypt 206 39.44 13.92 51.00 71.40 69.90 6.718 0.728 23.6
Ethiopia 200 39.33 13.68 50.00 57.00 47.50 5.66 0.492 23.6
France 202 40.07 14.48 51.00 63.90 69.80 5.361 0.91 12.1
Germany 202 40.39 14.68 52.00 57.90 51.00 5.411 0.95 10.2
Ghana 202 39.29 14.06 49.50 53.50 43.60 5.911 0.602 27.9
Greece 199 39.40 14.20 49.70 66.30 55.30 5.719 0.893 14.8
Guatemala 204 39.53 14.21 51.00 62.70 61.30 5.775 0.629 23.9
Honduras 202 39.36 13.45 50.00 67.80 67.80 5.837 0.624 24.9
Hong Kong* 202 38.86 13.89 50.00 76.70 58.40 6.49 0.956 21.75
India 203 39.25 14.13 49.80 59.10 49.30 7.251 0.644 25.1
Indonesia 210 40.52 14.95 51.90 64.80 58.60 6.557 0.713 26.1
Italy 200 39.49 14.60 50.50 69.50 52.00 5.68 0.906 13.7
Japan 202 39.40 14.62 49.50 53.50 33.70 4.812 0.92 12.1
Kazakhstan 202 37.83 11.50 50.50 68.30 64.90 6.198 0.8 7.6
Kenya 205 39.31 14.35 51.20 74.10 72.70 6.122 0.601 25.2
Malaysia 216 40.23 14.64 46.30 61.10 54.20 6.44 0.807 26.6
Mexico 200 39.28 13.90 50.00 68.50 62.00 6.295 0.781 21.7
Morocco 219 40.72 14.62 46.10 55.30 47.50 5.447 0.698 18.5
New Zealand 202 39.23 14.04 50.00 68.80 58.90 6.257 0.939 10.9
Nicaragua 200 39.07 14.27 50.00 58.00 66.00 5.48 0.669 26
Nigeria 201 38.82 13.71 50.20 70.60 60.70 6.294 0.548 27.5
Pakistan 202 39.44 14.34 49.50 66.30 59.90 6.317 0.54 21.7
Panama 203 39.03 14.55 49.30 64.50 62.10 5.936 0.82 25.8
Paraguay 199 39.33 14.27 50.30 58.80 55.80 5.869 0.731 24.1
Peru 202 39.04 13.99 49.50 59.40 55.00 6.05 0.762 19.8
Philippines 204 39.94 14.74 51.00 60.30 52.50 6.294 0.71 26.5
Poland 202 39.54 14.34 51.50 73.30 63.90 5.762 0.881 9.4
Romania 198 39.72 14.03 50.00 68.70 56.10 5.98 0.827 11
Singapore 202 39.12 14.03 49.50 80.20 70.80 6.955 0.949 27.9
South Africa 203 39.82 14.47 51.20 58.60 74.90 5.621 0.717 18.5
South Korea 202 39.54 14.03 50.00 72.80 60.40 5.639 0.929 12.6
Spain 201 39.49 14.13 49.80 63.20 53.20 5.98 0.911 14.5
Sri Lanka 201 39.48 14.22 49.30 51.20 31.80 6.184 0.78 27.4
Thailand 202 39.58 14.60 50.00 50.00 51.00 5.663 0.803 27.1
Turkey 204 39.55 14.07 51.00 76.00 76.50 6.652 0.855 12.3
Uganda 200 39.58 14.77 49.50 62.00 52.00 5.57 0.55 23.2
UK 200 38.71 13.29 50.50 67.00 57.50 5.26 0.94 9.5
USA 257 41.00 13.56 45.50 54.50 63.40 5.891 0.927 9.9
Venezuela 200 39.36 14.28 50.00 67.50 67.50 5.7 0.699 25.45
Vietnam 201 39.13 14.11 50.20 67.70 64.70 5.965 0.726 25
aSocioeconomic status.
*Provided the distinct sociocultural context, data from Hong Kong and China were analyzed separately.
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Table 2  Means of culture-level variables and eye contact comfort across study sites.
Study site Religiosity Gender 

inequality
Colectivism Conservatism Pathogen 

prevalence
Eye contact 
strangers

Eye contact 
acquaintances

Eye contact 
close 
person

Eye 
con-
tact 
total

Algeria 5.98 4.32 5.81 4.23 0.37 3.43 4.13 5.43 4.33
Argentina 4.43 1.90 4.75 3.22 0.28 4.20 4.74 5.50 4.82
Australia 3.74 2.61 4.60 3.32 0.21 4.89 5.09 5.66 5.21
Bangladesh 6.95 4.53 5.67 4.19 1.57 3.91 3.89 4.99 4.26
Bolivia 4.05 2.41 4.45 3.94 0.82 3.46 3.87 5.04 4.13
Brazil 6.15 2.57 5.08 3.39 0.73 4.03 4.73 5.55 4.77
Bulgaria 5.31 3.23 4.52 3.94 0.08 4.39 5.05 5.62 5.02
Chile 4.36 1.86 4.51 3.15 0.28 3.66 4.29 5.44 4.46
China 2.54 3.20 4.39 3.78 0.14 3.71 4.12 4.68 4.17
Colombia 4.72 2.11 4.60 3.53 0.36 3.84 4.34 5.37 4.52
Ecuador 4.71 2.22 4.55 3.71 0.46 3.52 4.04 5.26 4.27
Egypt 6.73 5.05 6.11 4.46 0.38 3.82 4.10 5.31 4.41
Ethiopia 6.39 3.45 5.24 3.72 1.54 3.85 3.83 5.02 4.23
France 3.49 2.41 4.87 2.93 0.28 4.64 5.04 5.55 5.08
Germany 3.60 2.69 4.55 2.67 0.23 4.11 4.37 5.26 4.58
Ghana 6.72 4.02 4.95 4.10 2.17 3.88 4.13 5.12 4.38
Greece 5.67 2.72 5.36 3.49 0.07 4.06 4.69 5.63 4.79
Guatemala 4.78 2.59 4.61 4.00 0.76 3.68 4.10 5.30 4.36
Honduras 5.21 2.22 4.80 3.52 0.53 4.02 4.53 5.45 4.66
Hong Kong 4.27 3.94 4.78 3.36 1.37 4.11 4.35 4.90 4.45
India 6.61 4.30 5.31 3.98 1.50 4.57 4.49 5.29 4.78
Indonesia 6.86 4.39 5.27 4.48 1.18 4.91 5.15 5.86 5.31
Italy 5.17 2.56 4.51 3.20 0.24 4.63 5.00 5.47 5.03
Japan 2.16 3.07 3.60 2.64 0.04 2.84 3.38 4.39 3.54
Kazakhstan 5.27 3.92 4.62 3.68 0.18 4.05 4.97 5.56 4.86
Kenya 6.95 3.75 4.18 4.20 2.16 4.41 4.56 5.64 4.87
Malaysia 6.78 4.17 4.83 4.04 0.34 3.60 4.19 5.02 4.27
Mexico 4.41 2.22 4.28 3.51 0.38 3.85 4.45 5.47 4.59
Morocco 6.28 4.17 5.78 4.25 0.38 3.63 4.18 5.48 4.43
New Zealand 4.55 3.41 4.59 3.38 0.18 4.57 4.67 5.20 4.81
Nicaragua 4.78 2.43 4.59 3.69 0.65 3.27 4.14 5.28 4.23
Nigeria 6.78 4.57 5.31 4.48 2.77 4.12 4.49 5.47 4.69
Pakistan 6.90 4.96 5.54 4.21 1.35 4.17 4.12 5.03 4.44
Panama 5.35 2.43 4.91 3.57 0.32 3.89 4.35 5.42 4.55
Paraguay 4.31 2.58 4.44 4.00 1.11 3.69 4.16 5.25 4.36
Peru 4.88 2.14 4.28 3.70 0.32 3.63 4.14 5.14 4.30
Philippines 6.41 4.61 5.41 4.48 0.46 3.40 4.57 5.49 4.49
Poland 5.77 2.91 3.82 3.44 0.24 4.06 4.81 5.57 4.81
Romania 6.03 3.29 4.84 3.50 0.06 4.61 5.05 5.63 5.10
Singapore 5.22 3.86 4.83 3.97 1.08 4.05 4.28 4.67 4.33
South Africa 6.79 3.51 4.76 4.07 0.29 4.53 4.67 5.72 4.98
South Korea 3.54 2.80 3.54 3.12 0.15 3.03 3.85 4.34 3.74
Spain 4.40 1.74 4.71 2.75 0.20 4.25 4.78 5.46 4.83
Sri Lanka 5.81 3.73 4.99 3.75 0.33 4.20 4.30 4.96 4.48
Thailand 4.85 3.80 4.70 3.27 0.65 4.14 4.71 5.53 4.79
Turkey 7.19 3.15 5.16 3.41 0.22 5.10 5.50 5.81 5.47
Uganda 6.69 3.75 4.87 3.87 2.07 3.94 4.42 5.19 4.52
UK 3.72 2.49 4.69 2.88 0.37 4.59 4.80 5.48 4.95
USA 5.69 3.04 4.46 3.82 0.34 5.04 5.23 5.70 5.32
Venezuela 4.94 2.12 4.82 3.47 0.34 4.18 4.59 5.45 4.74
Vietnam 2.66 3.87 5.21 3.46 2.19 4.34 4.43 5.42 4.73
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Individual-level variables

The survey completed by the participants contained several questionnaires (some of which were unrelated to the 
scope of this study). For the purpose of the eye contact study, we recorded and analyzed data regarding the par-
ticipant’s gender, age (in years), relationship status (several options which were further recoded to a dichotomic 
distinction: currently in a relationship vs. not in a relationship), and parenthood status (parent vs. childless). The 
participants also reported their socioeconomic status, religiosity, gender inequality attitude, collectivism, patho-
gen history and conservatism (for details of the scales and measures see below).

Socioeconomic status (SES)

SES was self-reported by the participants using MacArthur Scale of Subjective Social Status, a simple visual 
“ladder” task wherein participants rate their status in comparison to other people in their culture. The possible 
responses ranged from 1 to 10, with 1 indicating the lowest, and 10 the highest possible SES54.

Gender inequality

Gender inequality perception was assessed using three items from the Gender subscale of Gender Equitable Men 
Scale e.g.: A man should have the final word about decisions in his home55. The responses were provided using a 
1–7 scale (from 1-”definitely disagree” to 7-”definitely agree”), and a higher mean score used in further analyses 
indicated holding higher levels of individual-level gender inequality beliefs. Cronbach’s α for this scale in our 
sample was 0.84.

Religiosity

Religiosity was measured with a self-report answer to a question “Are you religious?” with Likert-type response 
scale ranging from 1 (”not at all”) to 7 (“extremely”).

Conservatism

Conservatism was assessed using five positively worded items selected from the International Personality Item 
Pool Conservatism Scale (IPIP; https://ipip.ori.org/). The scale serves as a proxy for the Traditionalism subscale 
within the Multidimensional Personality Questionnaire (MPQ) (Tellegen, 1995). The responses were provided 
using a scale with “yes” and “no” response options, which were further recoded to 1 and 0, respectively. The final 
score was a sum of all positive responses (0–5 range). Cronbach’s α for this scale in our sample was 0.47.

Pathogen stress

Participants reported their previous history of nine contagious diseases (e.g., malaria, typhus, dengue). The 
response scale had three options: never, once, and multiple times; recoded into 0, 1, and 2, respectively. A total 
sum score was used in further analyses as an index of individual pathogen stress.

Individualism-collectivism

Collectivism was assessed using three reverse-coded items from Collectivism Scale56, e.g.: “Group welfare is 
more important than individual rewards”. Collectivism operationalized in this scale aligns with Hofstede’s pro-
posed cultural dimensions57,58, and the scale has been successfully used in previous research59. The responses 
were provided using a 1–7 scale (ranging from 1-”definitely disagree” to 7-”definitely agree”), with a higher 
mean score indicating higher collectivism. Cronbach’s α for this scale in our sample was 0.84.

https://ipip.ori.org/
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Culture-level variables

Individual scores of Religiosity, Gender inequality, Conservatism, Parasite history and Collectivism were aggre-
gated at the Culture level to form an index for each culture (for details, see: Analytic approach section).

Temperature

Annual average temperatures for each country/territory was recorded using data reported on the World Econom-
ics website (https://www.worldeconomics.com/Indicator-Data/ESG/Environment/Temperatures/; retrieved ​F​e​b​r​
u​a​r​y 19, 2025); since data on Venezuela and Hong Kong were not reported, different sources were used for these 
study sites (https://globaldatalab.org/ and https://www.hko.gov.hk/en/, respectively).

Human development index

Human Development Index data for each included country and territory were retrieved from the record of subna-
tional HDIs for 2022 (https://globaldatalab.org/shdi/table/; data retrieved February 19, 2025).

Analytic approach

All statistical analyses were conducted in SPSS version 29, and the data for this study are available in an online 
repository (https://osf.io/fg8z2/overview?view_only=6c9acb8ad4344586970c7895a76405ea). First, we ​c​o​m​p​u​t​
e​d the eye contact comfort indices described in the Eye contact comfort section and reported them for each study 
site (see Table 2). Second, we explored the degree of similarity of eye contact comfort indices across relational 
categories (eye contact with strangers, acquaintances, close persons) by conducting a Pearson’s correlation test 
between the three eye contact comfort proxies. Furthermore, using individual responses, we conducted a repeated 
measures ANOVA to compare eye contact comfort between the three relational categories.

Third, we conducted a multilevel linear model to test differences between study sites in levels of eye contact 
comfort as well as whether individual-level predictors and culture-level variables predicted the individual eye 
contact comfort index. Participants’ responses were nested within countries to account for the non-independence 
of observations within the same country. Individual-level predictor variables were group-mean centered for the 
analysis, while culture-level predictor variables were grand-mean centered. No violations of collinearity were 
found, as variance inflation factors (VIFs) did not exceed 560.

For each dependent variable, we followed a three-step modelling approach. We first ran an empty model 
including only study site as a random intercept to assess whether the dependent variable varied across study sites. 
We then added all individual-level predictors as fixed effects in the second model, followed by a third model 
incorporating all culture-level predictors. Intraclass correlations (ICCs) were computed for each model to esti-
mate the proportion of variance associated with between-country differences.

Results

Culture-level eye contact comfort

Detailed means for each study site on culture-level variables (religiosity, gender inequality, collectivism, conser-
vatism, pathogen prevalence) and eye contact comfort (with strangers, acquaintances, close persons, and total) 
are presented in Table 2. Additionally, supplementary Table S1 presents standard deviations in culture-level vari-
ables and eye contact comfort across study sites and supplementary Table S2 shows inter-correlations between 
culture-level predictors. The global distribution of mean eye contact comfort is additionally illustrated in Fig. 1.

https://www.worldeconomics.com/Indicator-Data/ESG/Environment/Temperatures/
https://globaldatalab.org/
https://www.hko.gov.hk/en/
https://globaldatalab.org/shdi/table/
https://osf.io/fg8z2/overview?view_only=6c9acb8ad4344586970c7895a76405ea
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Eye contact comfort indices across relational categories

We explored differences in eye contact comfort depending on the relational category. Eye contact comfort between 
the three types of relationship (strangers, acquaintances, close persons) all correlated with each other, with high 
correlations between acquaintances with both strangers (r=.66, p<.001) and close persons (r=.62; p<.001), and a 
moderate correlation between strangers and close persons (r=.48; p<.001).

We further conducted a repeated measures ANOVA comparing individual assessments of eye contact com-
fort across relational categories. The results indicated a significant main effect of type of relational category 
(F2,20772=3821.84, p<.001, η2

partial = 0.269): eye contact with a close person was regarded as the most comfortable 
(M = 5.33±0.02) as compared to both acquaintances (M = 4.47±0.02), and strangers (M = 4.05±0.02), with the lat-
ter two groups also differing significantly (all Tukey’s post-hoc comparisons p<.001). Visualization of this result 
is presented in Fig. 2.

Predicting eye contact comfort

All detailed coefficients for each of the computed multilevel linear models are presented in Table 3. The empty 
model indicated that eye contact comfort significantly differed across cultures (p<.001), and that the ICC indi-
cated 6.50% of the total variance was attributable to between study sites differences (for full results see Table 3). 
The individual-level model showed that higher interpersonal eye contact comfort was associated with male gen-
der (non-standardized coefficients: B=−0.16, SE=0.03, p<.001), older age (B = 0.01, SE = 0.01, p<.001), higher 
socioeconomic status (B = 0.06, SE=0.01, p<.001), higher individual-level gender equality (B=−0.03, SE=0.01, 
p=.004), collectivism (B = 0.09, SE=0.01, p<.001), and conservatism (B = 0.04, SE=0.01, p=.010). Relationship 
status, parenthood status, and individual religiosity were found not to significantly contribute to the model.

In the third model, with culture-level predictors, average eye contact comfort was higher in more religious 
(B = 0.18, SD=0.05, p<.001), collectivistic (B = 0.26, SD=0.11, p=.026) cultures with higher gender equality 
(B=−0.21, SD=0.08, p=.009) and higher average pathogen history (B = 0.21, SD=0.10, p=.030). Eye contact 

Fig. 1  Global distribution of eye contact comfort. Circles reflect standard deviation size in a given study site: the smallest 
ranging from 1.07 to 1.23, medium-sized: 1.24–1.4, and the largest: 1.41 to 1.56. The visualisation was created using R 
Statistical Software (v4.6.061;.
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comfort also seemed to be higher in slightly colder study sites (B=−0.02, SD=0.01, p=.021) with higher HDI 
(B = 1.67, SD=0.57, p=.005). Culture-level conservatism was not associated with eye contact comfort. Each of 
the tested models showed a greater fit than the previous, as shown by the χ2 test of the − 2-Log Likelihood indices 
(see Table 3).

Discussion

Our study aimed to assess the degree of eye contact comfort across a large, multinational sample, addressing 
the relative scarcity of cross-cultural research in this domain. The dataset provides one of the richest descriptive 
sources to date which can be used to generate testable hypotheses crucial for understanding the variability in eye 
contact comfort across societies. Our findings provide empirical evidence that eye contact with close individu-
als is perceived as most comfortable, followed by acquaintances, and finally, strangers. This gradient of comfort 
aligns with earlier studies emphasizing the relational and contextual dependence of gaze behavior4,16,33. Further-
more, the primary focus of the current research were the potential cross-cultural differences, and we have indeed 
observed considerable cross-cultural variability in reported eye contact comfort. A multilevel model confirmed 
that around 6% of the total variance in eye contact comfort was associated with study sites, indicating meaningful 
cultural and contextual differences. Our data showed that the lowest levels of eye contact comfort were observed 
not only in several Asian cultures but also in South American nations, while the highest eye contact comfort was 
observed in many European cultures. This finding challenges Hall’s26 classic “contact vs. non-contact” cultural 
typology and complements the traditional East–West distinction reported in earlier literature (e.g33,34),.

Fig. 2  Differences in eye contact comfort across relational categories.
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Despite the exploratory nature of our study, we were able to generate and test the relevance of several indi-
vidual- and culture-level assumptions in explaining the variability of eye contact comfort. Direct gaze serves not 
only to extract relevant visual information (the encoding function), but also to signal one’s mental state to another 
person (the signalling function)23,25. Eye contact conveys agency and dominance17,, and direct gaze has been 
linked to credibility and authority in educational settings62,63. In this context, interpreting our individual-level 
findings in terms of the “sender’s” comfort with using this meaningful form of nonverbal communication, the 
pattern of individual-level predictors provides some evidence for a “power-related” interpretation. In our sample, 
higher eye contact comfort was associated with older age and higher individual socioeconomic status, both being 

Variables Model 1: empty model Model 2: individual 
model

Model 3: 
cultural 
model

Model estimates (standard error)
Fixed intercept 4.61 (0.05)*** 4.61 (0.05)*** 4.63 

(0.04)***
Individual level variables
 Gender − 0.16 (0.03)*** − 0.16 

(0.03)***
 Age 0.01 (< 0.01)*** 0.01 

(< 0.1)***
 Relationship status 0.22 (0.03) 0.22 (0.03)
 Parenthood status − 0.01 (0.03) − 0.01 

(0.03)
 Socioeconomic status 0.06 (0.01)*** 0.06 

(0.01)***
 Religiosity 0.01 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01)
 Gender inequality − 0.03 (0.01)** − 0.03 

(0.01)**
 Collectivism 0.09 (0.01)*** 0.09 

(0.01)***
 Conservatism 0.04 (0.01)* 0.04 (0.01)*
 Parasite history 0.02 (0.01) 0.02 (0.01)
Culture-level variables
 Culture religiosity 0.18 

(0.05)***
 Culture gender inequality − 0.21 

(0.08)**
 Culture collectivism 0.26 (0.11)*
 Culture conservatism 0.04 (0.17)
 Culture parasite history 0.21 (0.10)*
 Study site temperature − 0.02 

(0.01)*
 Culture human development index 1.67 

(0.57)**
Random effects
 Variance indices
 Residual variance 1.86 (0.13)*** 1.79 (0.03)*** 1.79 

(0.03)***
 Study site variance 0.13 (0.02)*** 0.13 (0.03)*** 0.08 

(0.02)**
 ICC (%) 6.50 6.77 4.28
 Model fit indices
 − 2-Log Likelihood 36036.34 35679.77 35653.41
 df 3 13 20
χ2 356.57*** 26.36***

Table 3  Eye contact com-
fort: multilevel analysis.

***p <.001.
**p <.01.
*p <.05.
Gender direction: 1—man, 2—
woman; Relationship status and 
Parenthood status direction: 0—
no, 1—yes.
The coefficients are not stan-
dardized.
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potential markers of social capital and authority. These associations suggest that individuals who occupy posi-
tions of relative power or confidence may experience less discomfort and greater agency in maintaining direct 
gaze. Relatedly, gender also emerged as an important factor in shaping eye contact comfort, with men report-
ing higher comfort with eye contact than women. This pattern may be explained by different visual scanning 
behaviors of men and women, wherein women tend to continually switch the gaze over different regions of the 
interlocutor’s face64. Referring to the collective pattern of our findings, lower eye contact comfort can also reflect 
persistent gender asymmetries in social dominance, or perceived safety during interpersonal encounters, where 
men may feel more secure initiating or maintaining direct gaze.

Relatedly, both individual- and culture-level gender equality were positively associated with eye contact com-
fort. This finding aligns with evidence that gender-equal societies promote more open, direct, and egalitarian 
interpersonal behaviors, including nonverbal communication65. As gender equality increases, gender-based dis-
tinctions in nonverbal expressivity tend to diminish, suggesting that egalitarian norms foster mutual visibility and 
comfort in direct interaction. In a similar vein, our findings concerning the Human Development Index showed 
that higher levels of socioeconomic development were associated with greater eye contact comfort. Economic 
development has been previously linked to cultural values being increasingly trusting and participatory66. Col-
lectively, these findings suggest that greater comfort with direct eye contact may be characteristic of social envi-
ronments perceived as more open, predictable, egalitarian, and socially safe.

Further predictors related to norms and sociocultural values—religiosity and conservatism—revealed nuanced 
patterns. Higher individual-level conservatism predicted greater eye contact comfort, whereas culture-level con-
servatism was unrelated to gaze comfort. Individual religiosity was not a significant predictor, but cultures with 
higher average religiosity exhibited higher eye contact comfort. A potential explanation is that religious and con-
servative value systems often emphasize prosocial norms and community trust, which may encourage socially 
engaging behaviors67, including eye contact. The positive association between cultural-level religiosity and eye 
contact comfort could also reflect the role of shared moral frameworks and social cohesion in reducing social 
anxiety or uncertainty during interpersonal encounters, reflected in the usage of direct interpersonal behaviors.

Also collectivism emerged as a significant predictor of eye contact comfort. Notably, higher collectivism—
both at the individual and culture level—was positively associated with greater eye contact comfort. This finding 
is interesting in light of previous research linking collectivism to more restrained emotional expression, attributed 
in part to an emphasis on group harmony and relational attunement68–70. However, emotional expressiveness and 
comfort with eye contact represent distinct aspects of social behavior, and collectivism may therefore not uni-
formly predict greater restraint across forms of nonverbal communication.

Our findings may also seem contradictory to the previous reports on low eye contact levels in typically col-
lectivist, East Asian countries. However, contemporary East Asian societies may no longer map directly onto the 
traditional collectivism–individualism distinction. In our sample, East Asian countries did not score the highest 
on collectivism, potentially reflecting certain underlying trends and cultural shifts associated with modernization 
and globalization71,72. Longitudinal and cross-national research indicates increasing individualistic values and 
practices alongside socioeconomic development, urbanization, and changing social institutions73,74. In East Asia 
specifically, a recent meta-analysis of 99 studies spanning 1988–2023 found evidence of declining collectivism 
in Asian societies as economic, political, and urban-development conditions changed73.

More broadly, our findings suggest that collectivism may shape not only whether direct gaze is used, but 
also the social meaning and perceived utility of this form of communication. Although collectivistic cultures 
often emphasize indirect communication, they also place strong value on maintaining interpersonal harmony, 
affiliation, and coordination within social groups75,76. One possibility, therefore, is that greater orientation toward 
relational interdependence increases the attentional and social value of nonverbal cues such as eye gaze. Direct 
gaze can convey important information22, and may facilitate interpersonal coordination and affiliation, includ-
ing behavioral synchronization77. From this perspective, greater collectivism could be associated with greater 
comfort with eye contact not because collectivistic individuals are generally more expressive, but because gaze 
may be particularly relevant for monitoring and maintaining social connectedness. This interpretation remains 
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tentative, as the present data cannot establish whether greater sensitivity to relational cues mediates the associa-
tion between collectivism and eye contact comfort. Nevertheless, it offers a possible explanation for why col-
lectivism may be positively associated with comfort with direct gaze despite the greater emphasis on indirect 
communication often attributed to collectivistic cultures. Together with our findings on religiosity and conserva-
tism, these results suggest that cohesive and traditionally structured social environments—whether grounded in 
cultural values or moral systems—may facilitate greater ease in establishing and maintaining direct eye contact 
during social interactions, as well as normalize its use in everyday social relations. Rather than implying that col-
lectivism universally promotes direct gaze, our findings suggest that the relationship between cultural orientation 
and eye contact may depend on the social functions attributed to gaze within a given cultural context.

Further examinations revealed that higher culture-level pathogen stress was associated with greater eye contact 
comfort. This finding could be interpreted from the Behavioral Immune System theory perspective, which posits 
that environments with higher health threats enhance social monitoring and vigilance48. Consequently, eye con-
tact may serve as a functional cue for assessing others’ health, trustworthiness, or social intentions. Comfort with 
gaze under such conditions might represent a secondary adaptation—facilitating protective or cooperative social 
behaviors in high-threat environments. However, it remains unclear why this positive association was observed 
solely at the culture, and not at the individual level.

Finally, also colder climates predicted higher eye contact comfort, reinforcing the differences observed between 
geographical regions. As study sites similar in eye contact comfort were also often close geographically in the 
current research, some socioecological influences driven by geographical proximity and cultural transmission 
within certain parts of the world are possible. Interestingly, our findings diverge from previous research on other 
domains of nonverbal behavior, such as interpersonal distance preferences and touch behaviors. Sorokowska41, 
demonstrated that preferred interpersonal distance tends to be smaller in warmer climates, whereas interpersonal 
touch behaviors were found to be most diverse in warmer, less conservative, and less religious societies42. Both 
of these studies, like the present one, relied on large cross-cultural datasets, raising intriguing questions about the 
potential specificity of direct eye contact compared with other elements of non-verbal and interpersonal behav-
iors. One possible explanation is that direct gaze, as a more distal and “less tactile” form of social connection, 
may be perceived as more acceptable in regions where physical contact is culturally restricted or less normative. 
This interpretation aligns with theoretical perspectives on proxemic and haptic behavior, suggesting that societ-
ies regulate different channels of nonverbal communication—such as gaze, gesture, and touch—according to 
social norms governing intimacy and public behaviors26,78,79. Thus, while physical proximity and touch may be 
constrained in certain cultural contexts, eye contact could serve as a socially acceptable alternative for expressing 
engagement and affiliation.

Concluding the discussion of our findings we propose that our results could be analyzed from a different, novel 
angle. Perhaps, some variance in eye contact comfort may be interpreted from the perspective of social safety. 
Although highly preliminary, our findings tentatively suggest that comfort with direct gaze may increase under 
several partially distinct social conditions. One possible pathway could be termed default safety, reflected in fac-
tors such as higher HDI, socioeconomic status, individual gender equality, older age, and male gender, wherein 
greater stability, equality and affluence reduce interpersonal risk and allow eye contact to function as a low-cost 
affiliative signal. A second pathway may involve moral-cohesive safety, tentatively associated with higher collec-
tivism, conservatism, and religiosity, where dense networks of shared norms and moral order provide predictabil-
ity and trust, making direct gaze comfortable within secure in-group contexts. Finally, a third potential pathway, 
which we term vigilant safety, may be linked to higher pathogen stress, where external threats demand heightened 
social monitoring and eye contact can serve as a tool for vigilance and information gathering. Importantly, these 
proposed pathways should not be interpreted as empirically established categories or latent dimensions, but 
rather as speculative heuristic interpretations intended to organize patterns observed in the present data. They 
are not mutually exclusive and may overlap substantially. Moreover, other unmeasured variables may ultimately 
provide more accurate explanations for the observed associations. Nevertheless, this tentative framework may 
help reconcile seemingly paradoxical effects—such as the positive associations of eye contact comfort with both 
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gender equality and conservatism—by suggesting that eye contact can serve multiple social functions depending 
on contextual and cultural conditions, including affiliation, vigilance, and trust reinforcement. At the current stage 
of research, these interpretations remain hypothetical and should primarily be viewed as a source of falsifiable 
predictions. For example, future research could examine gaze comfort and gaze behavior toward in-group ver-
sus out-group targets in collectivist societies; use eye-tracking to test whether gaze in high-pathogen contexts is 
specifically directed at health-assessment or vigilance-related cues; experimentally manipulate different forms of 
perceived safety threat (e.g., social, ecological, or moral) to assess their causal influence on eye contact comfort 
and function. Such approaches may allow for a more precise understanding of how gaze behavior is modulated 
by social and environmental safety demands across cultures. It should be noted that given the exploratory nature 
of the study and the indirect associations, the proposed framework is a preliminary model that requires further 
testing. It is possible that other variables not included in the present analysis may represent better candidate fac-
tors for explaining our observations. Also, other methods of analysis, such as clustering could potentially reveal 
meaningful cultural patterns which have not been observable with the methodological approach we selected.

Several limitations should be considered when interpreting the present findings. First, the study relies on 
self-reported comfort with eye contact, which may not directly reflect actual gaze behaviour in real interactions, 
but—for example—reflect gaze behaviors directed at faces and not just eyes80,81. Further, different cultures (or 
even different people within a single culture) may implicitly assume different durations or interactional norms 
when interpreting “maintaining” eye contact. Although such ratings can capture internalised norms and expecta-
tions, they are not ideal to account for the dynamic and context-sensitive nature of eye contact in everyday social 
settings82,83. At the same time, this approach enables systematic cross-cultural comparison of perceived norms 
across a large and diverse set of populations, which would be difficult to achieve using more behaviorally inten-
sive methods. Relatedly, the operationalisation of context using broad categories (strangers, acquaintances, close 
others) necessarily simplifies the wide variability of real interactions, which may differ in goals, power relations, 
emotional tone, and situational demands.

Second, the use of country-level aggregates derived from individual-level data may obscure substantial within-
country heterogeneity, particularly given variation in sampling strategies. Similarly, the use of a single country-
level temperature indicator simplifies complex environmental conditions and does not capture regional or seasonal 
variability. We treated this measure as a proxy for broad, long-term climatic exposure, consistent with common 
practices in cross-cultural research (e.g57,58.,, but we are aware that it reduces ecological precision. Furthermore, 
as mentioned in previous parts of the discussion, the applied measure of collectivism showed some unexpected 
differences between regions included in this study. This may reflect certain underlying trends and cultural shifts 
in collectivism in the modern world71–74, but it may also mean that the short measure of collectivism we applied 
only grasps a specific sub-dimension of this concept. In future large-scale investigations, more accurate measures 
should be applied, such as Horizontal and Vertical Individualism and Collectivism Scale84,85.

These limitations reflect broader trade-offs between cross-cultural comparability and ecological validity in 
large-scale research. Future studies would benefit from multi-level designs incorporating behavioral and observa-
tional measures (e.g., eye-tracking in naturalistic interaction paradigms22,38 or interactions with virtual agents86, 
more fine-grained contextual manipulations, and spatially resolved environmental indicators. For example, stud-
ies using dual, wearable eye trackers in various interactions should ideally be performed in locations we found to 
differ most in terms of eye contact comfort. Such a behavioral assessment would provide an interesting supple-
ment to the current investigation. It should be noted, however, that while being a more objective method of 
assessment of gaze behaviors than observational methods or questionnaires, the applied technologies can also 
make the recorded contacts rather less natural.

Finally, the proportion of variance attributable to study-site differences, although statistically significant, was 
relatively modest, suggesting that variability in eye contact comfort is distributed across multiple levels of influ-
ence. Importantly, such effect sizes are not uncommon in cross-cultural psychology, where country- or culture-
level effects frequently account for approximately 5–15% of the observed variance87–89. This pattern indicates 
that, while cultural context meaningfully contributes to eye contact comfort, a substantial proportion of variability 
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likely reflects additional factors operating at the individual and interpersonal levels, including psychological 
characteristics, social experiences, biological variability, and other influences not directly assessed in the present 
study. At the same time, this finding highlights promising directions for future research aimed at identifying and 
integrating these additional determinants into more comprehensive models of cross-cultural gaze behavior.

Conclusion

In sum, the present study represents one of the most extensive cross-cultural examinations of comfort with direct 
eye contact conducted to date. Our findings suggest that eye contact comfort is shaped not only by interpersonal 
and relational factors, but also by broader cultural, socioecological, and value-related variables, including col-
lectivism, religiosity, gender equality, pathogen stress, and Human Development Index. Together, these results 
emphasize the complex, multidimensional, and culture-dependent nature of gaze behavior, while also motivating 
novel interpretations linking eye contact comfort to broader perceptions of social safety and social cohesion. 
More generally, the findings underscore the importance of integrating both individual-level and contextual vari-
ables into theories of nonverbal communication and social perception across societies. At the same time, the asso-
ciations identified in the present study are necessarily exploratory and largely post hoc in nature. Accordingly, 
the proposed interpretations should be viewed as preliminary hypotheses rather than definitive explanations. We 
therefore see the current work primarily as an initial large-scale investigation that generates testable predictions 
and opens new directions for more targeted, ecologically valid, and experimentally controlled research. Impor-
tantly, we believe that the publicly available dataset collected in this project constitutes a major contribution in its 
own right. Given the scarcity of cross-cultural research on eye contact and eye contact comfort, the dataset pro-
vides a unique resource for future analyses, replications, and theory development. We hope that other researchers 
will use these data to conduct additional tests, develop alternative explanatory models, and further investigate 
cultural variation in gaze behavior. We also aim to establish eye contact comfort as a meaningful dimension of 
nonverbal communication that may be relevant to the classical contact–non-contact cultural distinction. Although 
the survey-based nature of our methodology constitutes an important limitation, the construct of perceived com-
fort remains theoretically informative, as it may reflect social norms and expectations that guide behavior even 
if they do not map perfectly onto moment-to-moment gaze patterns. In this sense, we view the present study as a 
first step toward a broader understanding of cross-cultural variability in eye contact behavior and its psychologi-
cal and cultural foundations.
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