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ABSTRACT


Watching eyes are powerful stimuli–they quickly capture attention and evoke physiological arousal. Humans 
are particularly adept at perceiving another’s gaze, and can even be affected by watching eyes that they are 
not consciously aware of. Recent research suggests that watching eye cues can promote a variety of low-cost 
prosocial behaviors, inside and outside lab settings. The presence of eye images may alter behavior by 
reducing feelings of anonymity and cueing reputation maintenance concerns. The current study investigated 
whether the presence of watching-eye images affected how frequently shoppers returned carts to designated 
return areas. A poster stand displaying images of watching eyes (or a control image of shopping carts) was 
placed just outside the exit of a local grocery store, and the frequency of shopping cart returns was observed 
and recorded. The results demonstrate that shoppers (N = 409) were significantly more likely to return their 
carts when the eye image was displayed, in comparison to the control image. Shoppers returned their carts 
about 64% of the time when the control image was displayed, compared to 78% when the eye image was 
displayed. These results support the external validity of watching-eye cues when applied to a commonplace 
behavior such as returning a shopping cart.
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