Social Behavior and Personality, 5(2) 225-228, 1977
© Society for Personality Research Inc.
DOI 10.2224/shp.1977.5.2.225

REACTIONS TO INVASIONS OF MARKED SEATS AT A RACETRACK*

SIDNEY J. ARENSON
Syracuse University

The purpose of this study was to assess the incidence of defensive behavior by neighbors and
returning occupants against the invasion of marked seats at a racetrack. On 39 occasions, four
female undergraduates took empty seats that were marked with a newspaper, handkerchief,
clothing, etc., in the unreserved sections of the grandstand. In the 32 cases in which there was a
neighbor present, 20 of them defended the marked seat. There were no sex or age differences
between defenders and non-defenders. Compared with one neighbor, presence of two did not
increase defenses. The proportion of defenses in this study was greater than in previous studies in
other settings, and this difference was discussed with respect to the respective costs in different
settings for permitting successful invasions.

Several investigators of human spatial behavior have studied the effect of visual markers on
the invasion of marked space and have found that markers were effective in protecting that
space (Becker, 1973; Shaffer and Sadowski, 1975; Sommer and Becker, 1969). However, they
have also found that there was not much defense of marked space once it had been invaded.
Sommer and Becker (1969), in a study done in a university library, found that an absent
occupant’s claim to a marked seat was supported by others only if they were directly
questioned. Becker and Mayo (1971) found that all 15 returning occupants of marked seats in a
university cafeteria failed to defend their space when it was invaded. They suggest that in the
cafeteria the markers did not function to stake out a space that was valued and defended.

The present study differs from the previous ones in two respects. First, in
Sommer and Becker (1969) the invasion was threatened, but not a fait accompli.
They found that defense was more frequent in response to a verbalized inquiry
about the marked space than it was to a nonverbal inquiry. In the present case, the
probability of invasion was 1, i.e., the invasion was perpetrated and then defensive behavior

*An earlier version of this report was presented at a meeting of the Eastern Psychological
Association in New York, N.Y., April 24, 1976. The author wishes to thank Ellen Cohen,
Patricia Cowden, Maxine Danowitz, and Nancy Weiss for serving as the invaders.
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was observed. Second, the public space was different. The previous observations were made in
libraries and cafeterias, where there are usually other available spaces and where the
instrumental purposes of the occupants of marked spaces can be accomplished in other spaces.
Consequently, as Becker and Mayo (1971) imply, the marked space may not be valued. In an
unreserved space of a racetrack grandstand, the space is free but limited and the loss of space
can result in some “discomfort”.

In such situations (e.g., bleacher seats at the ball park, end zone seats at the football stadium,
unreserved grandstand seats at the racetrack) one commonly finds that seats are marked with
newspapers, handkerchiefs, coats, etc. It is in such public spaces that one might find the
confirmation of Becker’s (1973, p. 444) expectation that “Territorial invasions would be
expected to elicit active defense, either by the occupant or by those who know him and
acknowledge his ownership.” The absence of defensive behavior in a cafeteria or library is not
surprising. The potential defender knows that the absent occupant can satisfy his needs in other
available space with little effort. However, loss of a marked seat at a sporting event could result
in costs, e.g., the discomfort of standing, a poor view, etc. Under such conditions, marked space
is expected to be valued and defended.

Under the conditions observed at the racetrack, it was expected that marked seats would be
defended, and that the sanctions against invasion would be enforced. Patrons at the track leave
their seats more often than do spectators at other sporting events, and if defense of marked
space was not the norm or custom, they would be constantly threatened by invaders.

To observe the incidence of defensive behavior, marked seats were invaded by confederates
of the experimenter and the reactions of neighboring seat holders or the returning occupants
were recorded.

METHOD

SETTING

Observations were made on Saturday night, May 20, 1972, between 8 and 11 p.m., at
Vernon Downs, a harness racing track, 30 miles east of Syracuse, New York. Attendance was
6327, or 2000 more than the average nightly attendance for the previous year, but normal for a
Saturday night. It appeared that all unreserved seats in the grandstand were taken.

The grandstand has 14 sections with 18 rows in each, and eight seats in each row. The
unreserved seats comprised six sections of 18 rows, two sections of 12 rows, and six sections of
10 rows. In planning the invasions, these seats were divided into 34 areas of five or six rows.

PROCEDURE

The invaders were four undergraduate, female  psychology  students.
Each was assigned seven areas in which to invade a marked seat, one
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after each of the first seven races. Each was also assigned six alternative areas to be used if the
original area did not have a vacant marked seat, or if she was asked to vacate an invaded seat
and had time to make a second invasion before the running of the next race. The areas were
assigned so that one uninvaded section always separated any two invaders. No area was invaded
more than once, and no invader appeared in contiguous areas (horizontally or vertically) during
the evening.

The invader went to the assigned area immediately after the finish of a race. She found a
vacant marked seat and sat in it. Reactions to the invasion were noted as follows: (I) Somebody
nearby asked her to leave; (2) No one defended the space; (3) Someone returned to the seat and
claimed it; (4) Sex and approximate age of defender or non-defender. If there was no defense,
the invader remained in the seat until the race was over.

RESULTS

Thirty-nine invasions took place. The markers encountered were 32 newspapers, 5 coats, 1
program, and 1 piece of Kleenex.

In seven cases there was no one sitting on either side. In three of these, no one returned
during the presence of the invader. In the other four cases the seats were claimed by someone
who told the invader that she was occupying their seat.

In 32 cases there was someone sitting on the left, right or on both sides of the invaded seats.
There were 18 males and 14 females ranging in age from 20 to 70. Twenty (62.5%) of these
neighbors defended the marked seat. The 20 defending neighbors were compared with the 12
non-defending neighbors to determine whether there were any age or sex differences between
the two groups. With respect to sex, a chi-square test for two independent samples failed to
reject the null hypothesis that there was no difference in defensive behavior between males and
females. There did not appear to be any differences in defensive behavior associated with age.
The small number in each age group precluded a statistical test for such differences.

A final analysis concerned the effect of number of neighbors present. In the research on
helping behavior, there is some evidence that the probability of bystander help decreases as
number of bystanders increases (Latane and Darley, 1970). With two people present there were
six of eight possible defenses, compared with 16 of 24 with one person. These frequencies were
compared by Fisher’s exact probability test. The exact probability of observing this set of
frequencies was not significant.

DISCUSSION

The major finding of this study was that in the racetrack setting there was substantially more
defense of marked spaces than had been previously found in libraries and cafeterias. It seems
reasonable to assume that the more valuable the marked space, the greater the probability
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that it will be defended. If, as Becker states, “Territory refers to specific place or area within
which satisfaction of important needs o drives occurs . . .“ (1973, p. 439). the nature of the need
and the availability of alternate modes of satisfaction would be expected to affect the value of
the territory. In cafeterias and libraries, needs can be satisfied by moving to another space at
minimal cost. However, loss of a marked seat in the full grandstand of a racetrack could result
in considerable discomfort and interfere with the ongoing activity o watching the race. In order
to predict the occurrence of defensive behavior, attention must be given to the nature of the
setting and the instrumental goals of the behavior involved.
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