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Introduction

What do the gestures you use mean? How can you interpret what a person is really thinking about when they are talking to you? How can you become a better communicator? Communication is a process in which two people influence each other through giving and receiving information. One of the channels we use to communicate information is speech, or verbal language. But without words, you can still communicate through the oldest human language  body language, also known as nonverbal communication.

What is body language?

Every time you are face to face with another human being you speak to them through your body. The body has many ways to communicate: lavish gestures like waving, movements such as changes in the way we stand or sit, or in the position and directions of the head and eyes, as well as facial expressions and even the tiniest twitch of a muscle.



Any way in which you behave that can be seen by the other person as having a meaning is a form of language. Whatever words you choose to use in a conversation, it is inevitable that you are also talking in body language at the same time.

People watching

Understanding body language can make an enormous difference to every part of your life. When you see a picture in a magazine of a group of people, do you find that as you are looking at them you are wondering what they really think about each other? Whether watching celebrities on TV, observing office politics or meeting friends socially, we all spend time looking at other people and trying to work out what their behaviour really means.

Why we trust and distrust people

There are people you like the moment you meet them. Before they even begin talking they seem friendly and trustworthy. But what about the opposite experience? Youve probably also had the feeling that you didnt trust someone when you first began talking to them.

The fact that you like or dislike someone doesnt always seem to make sense. Whats being said may sound fine in both cases, but your brain is telling you something about the other person. Youve got a gut feeling. If you like them, it is because they are sending out all the right signals. If something seems wrong, it is probably because their verbal and nonverbal messages are different. They may have made some tiny involuntary movement that is giving a different message from what they are saying. Probably neither of you realizes consciously what has happened, but you have picked up the discrepancy between what they are saying and doing.

What does body language do?

Body language is a window into whats going on inside your mind. Each and every movement reveals your true feelings about the other person or the situation. As you transmit these feelings, in return you receive and interpret messages about the other persons attitudes towards you through their body language.

Gestures and movements occur when you are speaking but they may also be used as a substitute for words. Their message may support the verbal message or undermine it. What is deliberately not said verbally is often said nonverbally.

Deliberate or involuntary?

Most body language is spontaneous and outside your conscious awareness. However some gestures are deliberate. If you want to become a charismatic communicator, you need to be as effective in your physical communication as you are in your words. Great communicators are very aware of their whole communication and learn to control the messages they transmit through their bodies.

History of body language

Our knowledge of nonverbal communication has grown enormously over the last 30 years or so. Anthropologists and researchers in psychology, sociology and language have all researched how body language works. Not all body language is an exact science, but there is now more agreement about the probable meanings of gestures and movements.

Early history

The first people to look at how speech and gestures were related to each other were the Ancient Greeks and Romans. Hippocrates and Aristotle both commented on how our personalities throw up differences between us. The Romans recognized that it wasnt just words that made a great orator. They laid down a whole range of gestures to accompany the delivery of speeches.

Two thousand years ago, Cicero, the Roman philosopher (c.106-43 BC), suggested that the bodys actions expressed the sentiments and passions of the soul. He saw that the body, words, expressions and gestures were used as a whole to make up an instrument of communication.

English history

The first academic work in English to look at gestures came in the 17th century. John Bulwers Chirologia: The Natural History of the Hand (1644) looked at the meaning and use of over one hundred hand gestures. He went on to write Pathomyotamia (1649), having been inspired by Francis Bacon who wrote The Advancement of Learning (1605) and made a link between gestures and what the speaker was feeling as he spoke. Bacon saw nonverbal language as the most natural form of language because it was not dependent on the country you came from or the language you spoke. He believed that listening and looking were equally important in understanding conversation.

18th and 19th centuries

At the end of the 18th century, Abb Lpe (1712-89) in France began to teach sign language to the deaf, showing them how to use gestures rather than force them to make any kind of attempt to use words or sounds. The next English work on gesture, though, was Gilbert Austins Chironomia in 1806. He focused on how gestures could be used to accompany words to make speech-making more effective. Through this work he influenced the teaching of elocution in schools.

Throughout the 19th century, interest grew among actors and teachers of pantomime as to how feelings could be shown using movements of the hands and face.

Charles Darwin

In the same century, the naturalist Charles Darwin published The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals (1872). He recognized the links between humans and apes, pointing out how both species expressed their emotions through facial expressions. He suggested that monkeys and humans use sounds as well as nonverbal communication for mating reasons: in order to call out and attract the opposite sex.

Darwin inspired the study of animal behaviour (ethology) and research across disciplines such as psychology, zoology and archaeology into communication. However, it took another century before key research into the origins of language began to emerge.

20th century

In 1921, The Language of Gestures by Wilhelm Wundt, a key figure in the history of experimental psychology, was published. He concluded that gestures were a mirror into the emotions and inner world of a speaker.

Recent history

However, it wasnt until the 1950s that research on a larger scale began. The anthropologist Gregory Bateson in the 1960s focused on the idea that words can portray abstract ideas and thoughts but body language has a different function: to show emotions that are crucial to how you form relationships. Like psychologists since, he emphasized that there could be conflicts between verbal and nonverbal expression. A speaker can contradict himself even as he speaks.

One of the most influential writers in recent decades has been the zoologist Desmond Morris. He published The Naked Ape in 1967 and linked body language to peoples animal nature.

Specific studies continuing to look at the meaning of different gestures have most recently been published by psychologists such as Peter Collett and Geoffrey Beattie.

Study of body language

The study of body language has now evolved into several areas.

 Kinesics: This is the study of body movements  hand movements, head nods, shifts in gaze and facial expressions  and, especially, how they are used when you are speaking. It looks at how this body language is used to communicate and to display mental and emotional states.

Kinesics was first developed by an American anthropologist from the Eastern Pennsylvania Psychiatric Research Institute, Ray L. Birdwhistell. He published Introduction to Kinesics in the 1950s, in which, by analysing people talking to each other, he examined how gestures were used to emphasize and illustrate conversation. He believed that the meaning of body language was dependent on the context in which it took place.

Paul Ekman, a psychiatrist from the University of California, filmed interviews with psychiatric patients who were trying to get released from hospital. His studies confirmed the importance of nonverbal behaviour, or leakage, in spotting deception. In the 1970s, Albert Scheflen, a psychiatrist from the USA, showed how individuals habitually used certain sequences of actions and also mirrored other people with whom they felt comfortable.

 Proxemics: This is the study of personal territory and space: the distance between people when they are talking or doing things together. For example, sitting next to somebody communicates a different message from sitting opposite somebody.

The idea of personal space came in the 1960s from the ideas of Robert Sommer, an American psychologist, who realized that his patients preferred to keep certain distances between themselves and others.

The person who showed that cultural and biological rules determine how you use space and communicate emotions was Edward T. Hall, the American anthropologist and author of The Silent Language (1959). He set out the different zones people operate in according to the social context and their status.

In the 1980s, Vrugt and Kerkstra confirmed the differences between the sexes, saying that when strangers meet, women stand closer to the other person than men.



 Haptics: This is the study of touch. It looks at how touch takes place during conversations, and the effect of touching and being touched.



 Paralanguage: This refers to the nonverbal accompaniments of conversation: how the voice is used to accompany speech. A key figure in this area is Edward Sapir, who, in the 1920s, wrote about speech as an aspect of personality.

Why learn body language now?

Understanding others: Because of the huge growth in research over the last 40 years, it is clear how important body language is to how people relate to each other. It is also evident that the very tiniest movements can provide us with a window on the human mind.

It is human nature to be curious. We all want to know why someone acts as they do or why they say certain things. All human beings are different, and the differences can frustrate as well as arouse curiosity. You can learn to pick up nonverbal clues from others to predict what they are thinking and what they may do in a given situation.

Body language can let you know who to trust and who to be wary of. It gives you good reasons to carry on talking to another person or to cease communication.



Making yourself a better communicator: Each of us has a series of habits we use when we communicate. We are not compelled biologically to behave in certain ways but we do inevitably develop familiar and comfortable ways of being.

Through understanding body language, you can learn to change these habits to make your communication most effective in particular contexts and circumstances.

Through insights into the way that other people think and communicate, you can also learn to influence how they see you, and forge stronger relationships with them. The key to good communication is flexibility. You can learn to speak in the language of whoever you come into contact with, so that they receive a message you want them to have, rather than one you communicate by accident.

What this book does

This book is intended to help you become a skilled reader and user of body language.

The first part of the book takes you through the basics of your body, summarizing the main movements and gestures we all use and allowing you to become acquainted with some differences in cultural expressions and behaviour.

Your ability to do this in each and every situation may make the difference between getting a date, passing an interview or winning a business deal. So, in later chapters, body language is applied to different contexts.

How can you spot a liar? How does your colleague show theyre the boss? Is that person attracted to you? The answers to all these questions are given, as well as tips on cultural variations to make sure you can communicate effectively in different environments.

As you read this book, enjoy learning to read other people too. Most of all, enjoy revealing the secrets of your own body language!
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1 Basics of body language

If you are not sure what someone really means, trust their body to tell you the truth, rather than their words. This chapter sets out the basics of body language, and looks at different types of body language, universal expressions of emotions and common gestures.

The Basics

The majority of people are very conscious of the words they use. You learn your native language from those around you, which is usually your family, and you refine your use of speech by learning the rules of grammar and the importance of good communication while you are at school.



However, few people, unless they have been on a presentation or communication training course, learn much about what their bodies are saying about them. But it is possible at any stage of your life to learn to use the wordless part of language. You can learn to use different gestures and body movements deliberately to be an effective communicator in different situations. You can also learn to read other peoples body language to find out what secret thoughts and emotions lie behind their words.


must know

How we communicate

It is thought that around 93 percent of our language comes from gestures, posture and facial expressions and the way in which we use our voices.

In the 1970s, Albert Mehrabian, a psychology professor, produced the model of communication used most now. He established that:



 around 7-10 percent of the meaning we communicate comes through our actual words

 38 percent is the way in which the words are said: the tone, pitch and speed of the voice

 55 percent of the message comes from the body: gestures and facial expressions



The Mehrabian model cannot be applied precisely to any communication situation. Obviously, if you are speaking on the telephone, then your voice becomes a more effective medium for communication than the position of your hands. But even when you are having a telephone conversation, for example, how you stand or sit will influence your breathing and your voice, meaning that the role of the body as a communicator is still important.

The Mehrabian model acts as a useful guide and reminder that words alone can be, and are, frequently misunderstood.



Nature versus Nurture
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Personal signatures

Some gestures are unique to an individual, who will use them habitually. These are known as signature gestures. Impersonators on TV pick up on these immediately so that the viewer knows at once who is being imitated.



 Prince Charles often fiddles with his shirt cufflinks before facing a crowd of people, betraying his nervousness. He also rubs his ear lobe when he is self-conscious.

 Prince William straightens his tie when he is about to walk in front of an audience. He marks a threshold between his private space and being in public.

 Adolf Hitler often adopted a fig-leaf pose, standing with his hands in front of his crotch.

 Princess Diana looked at people through her eyelashes with her head turned down.

 Roger Moore is known for raising a single eyebrow.

 Groucho Marx painted on eyebrows that he raised and lowered to make us laugh.



Nature: Some gestures seem to be innate. We do not learn them but they have developed in us as part of our unconscious animal behaviour. The primary emotions such as fear and happiness are pretty much universal wherever we go. Likewise, blushing is a sign of embarrassment in all cultures. Shrugging and smiling are also universal gestures.



Nurture: Some gestures are learned as part of our social and cultural conditioning. They may be learned by us because of expectations about how a woman or a man should behave within a culture. These tend to be obvious to us. It is easy to notice when another person is behaving outside the norms of societys expectations. For example, how you are expected to eat a meal or sit vary in different cultures.

Other gestures are used automatically. You will have an unconscious reaction to the automatic gestures of another person and are unlikely to analyse their meaning.
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Groucho Marx’s signature gesture was to raise and lower his eyebrows.


First impressions


must know

Clusters

Gestures may occur individually or in clusters. If a person crosses their arms, it may mean they are defensive, bored or simply cold. You cannot interpret the individual gesture accurately. However, if they are also breaking eye contact or drumming their fingers, you can guess they are feeling negative.



In fact, first impressions of a person are formed in only around ten seconds. Our intuition about a new acquaintance is primarily influenced by how we feel about the way they are expressing themselves through their bodies. We do not necessarily know why we have reacted to them with like, dislike or trust, but it is because of how we are culturally and instinctively conditioned to interpret the communication they are sending us.
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Watch for clusters of gestures to reveal emotion. Crossing the arms can have several meanings…
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But when breaking eye contact is added, the person may be feeling negative.



Types of body language

In the 1970s, Paul Ekman, a researcher from the University of California, together with his colleague Wallace Friesen, were influential in showing how peoples feelings can be worked out from careful examination of different facial expressions. They also divided body language into the following areas.



 Gestures made at the same time as you speak are called illustrators. They dont stand alone and substitute for words, but are used to describe or clarify the point that you are making.



 Affect displays are unconscious gestures. They encompass changes in facial expressions, movements of the arms and legs, how you stand and how much space you use. All of these give clues as to how you are feeling inside, and whether that is a positive or a negative feeling.



 Adaptors also relate to how you feel, and, they are also usually unconscious gestures. If you feel negative, you may try to handle the emotion by changing or adapting your body language. However, these are gestures that are focused towards the body. For example, if you are stressed, you might clench your fist, chew your hair or touch your face.



 Regulators are used to indicate that a conversation is continuing, whether or not the people are actually speaking. The use of regulators varies between cultures. Movements and gestures like nodding or simply looking at the other person are used to acknowledge participation.



 Different cultures and societies use different gestures deliberately to replace words. These are known as emblems, and may also be determined by other factors such as whether you are a man or a woman. Examples of emblems are the OK sign, the thumbs-up sign and obscene gestures.

Universal expressions

There are a few facial expressions that go across cultural boundaries. Smiles are universal, as are the facial expressions used to show emotions such as anger, happiness, surprise, disgust, fear and sadness.

Anger

Angry people contract and lower their eyebrows to produce a frown. Wrinkles form over the bridge of the nose. The eyes are narrowed and staring. They may flash with anger in movement. The lips are pressed tightly together and the jaw is tense and in a biting position. In some people the nostrils may flare. Babies can show anger from the time they are three months old.

This facial expression will be accompanied by other body movements such as the hands forming fists, jerking of the head and aggressive postures like placing the hands on the hips.
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An angry person tenses their lips and narrows their eyes.


Happiness

When people are happy, they smile, laugh or even cry. Babies show signs of happiness when they are around five months old.

Happiness affects the lower face and the area around the eyes. The mouth turns out to the sides and upwards, often making the teeth visible. With genuine happiness, wrinkles, or crows-feet, form around the eyes at the same time as an involuntary smile forms in the mouth. A genuine happy smile is symmetrical and causes the cheeks to bulge.
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The lower part of the face relaxes when you are happy. The teeth are visible and the eyes smile.


Surprise

With surprise, your eyes widen and open to expose the whites of the eyes. The eyebrows are raised and the forehead wrinkles. The mouth is loose and relaxed, and the bottom lip drops, as does the jaw.
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The eyes open wide when you are surprised, and the jaw drops.


Fear

Fear is a reaction to the bodys fight or flight response.

Babies show signs of fear as young as five months.

Fear may lead to tears and a general trembling throughout the body. All the muscles of the body become tense and the skin may be pale. As you begin to feel fear, the palms of the hands are likely to be sweaty.

Fear shows in the face through increased blinking of the eyes, and also staring flashbulb eyes, where the eyelids are pulled upwards to show the whites of the eyes and the eyeballs protrude. The pupils are dilated. The mouth is taut and pulled back. The lips tremble and may be accompanied by chattering teeth. There is sometimes
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