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			Body language is a powerful ally

			
					Issue: how can I use my verbal and body language to communicate clearly and persuasively?

					Uses: since body language is an integral part of day-to-day communication, mastering it allows you to only express what you want to express in order to be as professional as possible at work. Understanding how it works also makes it easier to understand your colleagues’ behaviour and be in tune with them.

					Professional context: job interviews, presentations, negotiating, client management, social contact within the company, etc.

					FAQs:	How can I hide my anxiety to seem sure of myself?

	How can I eliminate mannerisms which unnecessarily distract the person I am talking to?

	What attitudes should I avoid to make a less senior colleague feel comfortable?

	How can I convince a client that my product is the best?

	How can I present a project to my colleagues?

	How can I interpret the behaviour of the person I am talking to?“The body is not mute, but it talks without us noticing it.”





			

			Who among us has not practised an interview speech until we have perfected it, only to stumble once we are in front of another person? If you are familiar with this situation and feel disheartened that you cannot control every aspect of the message you are delivering, take comfort, because it is entirely possible to learn to regulate the finer details of your body language in order to achieve your goals.

			Since your facial expressions, gestures and posture seem to have as much persuasive power as your words, it is essential to spot the elements which convey states of mind, emotions or truths. These are sometimes buried deep within your subconscious, but they can nonetheless put you at a disadvantage on the big day. There is only the thinnest of lines between a meeting which turns into a fiasco and one where you dazzle your audience with your charisma and magnetism. In this case, the expression conveyed by your body language spurs your listeners to either confirm or reject their first impression of you. In poker, these interfering signals are known as ‘tells’, as they allow players to figure out their opponents’ intentions. In the same way, a person’s romantic interest in you can be confirmed through very specific micro expressions (concept developed by the American psychologist Paul Ekman, born in 1934).

			In the world of work, where relationships are often based on a superficial knowledge of the other person, mastery (or relative mastery, since it is impossible to control every element of our behaviour) of body language is all the more important. It is therefore unsurprising that nonverbal communication is so highly regarded by public figures, politicians and also managers, who are constantly working on their expressiveness in order to capture people’s attention and ultimately to persuade. They also often call on the services of ‘gesture profilers’.

			Learn to speak this language, so that its vocabulary is no longer a mystery to you.

		


		
			Body language: the basics

			“One cannot not communicate” (Watzlawick, Beavin and Jackson, 1972)

			Our bodies are constantly sending information, and this represents a mode of communication in its own right. Body language can punctuate, reinforce, subtly change and even contradict what is expressed in words. This physical communication – whether voluntary or involuntary, visual (gestures, posture, etc.) or vocal (tone of voice, speed of delivery, etc.) – takes place through touch, speech, and hormonal pathways, and by means of gestures and movements which are interpreted correctly thanks to a shared culture.

			The 3 Vs of communication

			Some apparently insignificant gestures can determine a career, as indicated in a study of 200 human resources directors carried out by the recruiter OfficeTeam in France in 2012. The study revealed that during a job interview, 90% of HR directors say that they pay attention to candidates’ gestures and posture. These results echo those of one of the classic studies on the subject, namely the study carried out by Albert Mehrabian (Iranian-born American psychologist, born in 1939), which claims that an emotional message (meaning one concerning feelings or states of mind) follows the 3 Vs rule (also known as the 7%-38%-55% rule) and is:

			
					55% nonverbal (visual communication);

					38% paraverbal (vocal communication);

					and only 7% verbal (content).
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			Nonetheless, these considerations must be qualified, because they have not been proven for all neutral speech (technical speech, classes, etc.).

			
				
					Congruence

					In order to optimise communication, these three forms of language must be coherent. If two kinds of speech which come from different channels and offer different signs are sent together, it is more than likely that the addressee will not receive the overall message correctly. For example, it is not recommended to shake somebody’s hand and mumble “hello” without looking at them, or to say “your salary offer is absolutely fine for me” while avoiding eye contact with the other person, putting your hands over your mouth or faking a smile.

				

			

			Interpreting physical (nonverbal and paraverbal) signs

			Now that we are aware of the body’s power of persuasion, we can analyse the grammar of the most revealing postures and gestures, as shown in positive and negative body language. Watch out, though: some gestures can have several different meanings depending on the situation!

			Finally, beyond the fact that this approach allows you to understand new aspects of your communication, you must keep in mind that this knowledge of physical signals should also help you to interpret the gestures of the people you speak to. Based on a substantial body of research by leading experts in physical signals, in particular the Belgian psychologist Joseph Messinger (1945-2012), we can confirm that by being attentive to your body and to other people’s bodies, you will be able to give the desired impression and interpret nonverbal messages.

			The figure

			
					The head. Although most people tend to naturally tilt their heads, they do not realise the message they are sending by doing this. Tilting the head towards the right is linked to the rational side; tilting it towards the left appeals to the emotional side; finally, holding it high conveys a self-assurance and self-confidence that can go as far as contempt. It is therefore not recommended to adopt this last posture too often, at the risk of appearing aggressive and arrogant. When you are interacting with someone, make sure that your body never shows physical submissiveness: for example, a bowed head conveys giving up or defeat, and brings to mind the attitude of a pupil or a child in the face of authority. It can also reveal sadness.

			

			
				
					Quick tip

					Tilting your head slightly to the side exposes the side of your neck, which encourages the other person to feel at ease and as though they are in a friendly environment. This stance indicates that you are attentive and receptive.

				

			

			
					The shoulders. When you are sitting opposite a recruiter, you cannot look as if you have the weight of the world on your shoulders: bring them up, draw them back and relax them. Bend the torso slightly and try to always sit or stand up straight until it becomes second nature to you. You will then appear dignified and attentive.

					The torso. If a smile is a starting point and a handshake seals an agreement, the rest of your body must send the same message. If you want to make the other person like you and to appear more involved, turn your whole body towards them.

			

			
				
					Recommendations

					Avoid any stances which could seem too passive and put you at a disadvantage (sitting down, hunched over, arms dangling) or, conversely, any stances which suggest arrogance or a lack of self-confidence (head tilted back, avoiding eye contact).

					Your torso should have enough space to allow you to breathe comfortably and to give the impression that you are comfortable and in control as you as are speaking.

				

			

			Standing up, place your feet hip width apart. Sitting down, lay your arms on the armrests of your chair. Maintaining an elegant posture, pay attention to the space around you and open your body towards the outside. The more you project yourself into the place, the more you will give off a sense of power and impose your authority. This is an example of what is known as a ‘power pose’. If you want to learn more about being aware of your movements, see the work of Dr Moshé Feldenkrais (1904-1984).

			The face

			
					The smile. A ‘smile’ with a closed mouth, tight lips and clenched teeth certainly will not get you very far. How, then, can you tell the different between a sincere and a fake smile? A genuine smile stays on the face for a few seconds afterwards, whereas a smile on command vanishes immediately. Likewise, although it is normal to show you top teeth when you smile openly, smiles which show all the teeth (think Hollywood stars) are often false. Be careful, because if you are anxious you could feel like you are smiling when in reality your facial muscles are frozen. Try this little trick just before the meeting you are worried about: give yourself a quick face massage, with light singular movements from bottom to top. Finally, if the other person seems unwilling to return your smile, do not read too much into it for the moment.

					The pupils. Dilated pupils convey positive emotions, interest or availability, which can give away an attraction. Conversely, constricted pupils reveal negative emotions, such as fear, indifference, disgust or lying.

					The eyes. The direction a person’s eyes move in says a lot about their thoughts.	If the eyes are looking towards the upper left, they are thinking about something that has already happened.

	If the eyes are central and staring into space, the person is doubting or wondering.

	If the eyes are looking towards the lower left, they are trying to choose and are having an inner dialogue.

	If the eyes are looking to the left at medium height, they understand.




			

			According to the Australian body language expert Allan Pease (born in 1952), men who are lying tend to lower their gaze, while women who are lying tend to look up.

			The limbs

			
					The arms. The way you use your arms is a key indicator for anyone sitting opposite you. It makes them aware of how receptive you are to their speech.	By positioning your arms by your sides, you are showing that you are comfortable and that you are not afraid to seize any opportunities you might encounter.

	Conversely, by crossing your arms you are sending out a negative message: you seem to be on the defensive and, consequently, unreceptive to the information you are being given.

	If your palms are turned slightly upwards when you move your arms, you appear open and friendly.




			

			
				
					Things to avoid

					During an interview, the space reserved for the candidate is limited to the chair that they are sitting on. You should therefore avoid putting your elbows on the desk, as this gesture can seem extremely intrusive. Likewise, when you gesticulate while speaking, keep your hands close to your body so that your movements do not seem out of control.

				

			

			
					The hands. According to studies by Susan Goldin-Meadow (born in 1949) and her colleagues in the Department of Psychology at the University of Chicago, moving helps some people’s brains to work better (a technique which is well-known among actors, who walk around while learning their lines): this ‘externalisation’ aids our mental processes. As such, in an interview, when you probably will not be able to pace around the room, feel free to gesticulate (without exaggerating) to boost your brain.
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					Furthermore, your hands have a clear ‘external’ force. Touch is one of the most primitive nonverbal signals: it allows you to leave a good impression from the first encounter, by creating a unique bond with the person you are talking to. You should therefore pay attention to your handshake, which is, more or less, the only physical contact that is commonly accepted in a professional setting.

			

			
				
					The handshake

					An effective handshake leaves a positive impression on the other person. To do this, you should avoid:

					
							A limp handshake. A limp handshake is unpleasant and is often the sign of a weak character. Nonetheless, you should not grip too hard or you might come across as aggressive or overly dominant.

							Damp hands. Many people panic before an important interview, and their damp handshake gives away their state of mind. A simple trick to overcome this little embarrassment is to run your hands under cold water, rub them with a bit of talcum powder or take a handkerchief to wipe them down just before your meeting.

							An ambivalent body position. Do not stay sitting down to shake somebody’s hand, and avoid leaning across the desk. It is customary for the oldest or the most senior person to be the first to offer their hand.

					

				

			

			
					The legs. Although the idea that crossed legs, like folded arms, are a sign of defensiveness and distance is fairly widespread, there are some nuances to take into account:	Crossing them at knee level, even during an interview, is a classic position which conveys courtesy and, especially for men, a certain stylishness.

	If the arms and legs are both crossed simultaneously, this signals that the person is closed off.

	When the ankle of a bent leg is resting on the knee of the opposite leg, this reveals that the person is either relaxed, or competitive and efficient. Furthermore, this masculine position is not very elegant.

	Legs which are crossed twice – whether in a standing or a sitting position – can convey unease and a desire to protect oneself.

	Legs folded under a chair convey a certain shyness or uncertainty.

	If you have to remain standing for a long time, for example during a presentation, it is recommended to put your weight on both legs, which stops you from supporting your weight with one hip or rocking from left to right.




					The feet. Although you might not think it, it is impossible for your feet to go unnoticed. Along with the hands, these are the body parts which transmit the most signals. You should therefore avoid shifting your weight from one foot to the other or, even worse, tapping your foot. Foot-tapping conveys boredom, nervousness or exasperation, and in many cases risks distracting the person you are talking to. When you are having a conversation standing up, pay particular attention to how your feet are positioned.
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			Tailored intimacy

			
				
					Proxemics

					The neologism ‘proxemics’ refers to the collection of observations and theories linked to the relationship that man, as a specific cultural product, has with the space around him.

				

			

			According to Edward T. Hall (American anthropologist and father of proxemics, 1914-2009), who gave us this neologism, the physical distances between people determine four different spatial zones. Infringing on these zones can lead to discreet or obvious reactions of aggression or flight. Consequently, taking them into account is a valuable approach, because it permits the establishment of kind and respectful communication.

			[image: ]

			
					Intimate distance (0-46cm), reserved for a select few (family members, partners and very close friends).

					Personal distance (46cm-1.2m), where we find people we get on well with (friends, colleagues who we spend time with outside the office, etc.).

					Social distance (1.2-3.6m), for acquaintances. At this distance, we feel safe and emotions are generally kept under control.

					Public distance (more than 3.6m), where interactions take place on a group level (during a meeting or a presentation) or between perfect strangers.

			

			Although this theory remains a widely-used reference point, Hall himself reminds us that the distances vary between cultures: for example, in Latin countries, and to an even greater extent in African countries, bodies are often placed closer together than in Nordic countries.

			Being aware of your own personal space and of that of the person you are talking to is essential if you want to avoid making mistakes. Look at how closely they spontaneously place themselves to you at the start of your conversation and see if they move closer as it progresses. The average of these two distances will tell you the ideal amount of space to leave.

			The polyglot body

			Although anger, joy, sadness, fear, disgust and surprise can often be read on people’s faces without too much difficulty, no matter what their origin or their culture, we can also observe some culture-specific features. This observation is sometimes even true among different ethnic groups within the same country. Indeed, from a phylogenetic point of view, some facial movements, which are used to express a feeling or a need, seem to be hereditary. For example, it is well known that, unlike Germanic, Scandinavian and Anglo-Saxon peoples, Mediterranean populations make greater use of the expressiveness of their bodies to communicate.

			You will therefore easily understand the need to avoid intercultural clashes at crucial moments, such as during a job interview. Furthermore, before embarking on a career abroad, find out as much as possible about the habits and the customs of the country in question: this type of attention, which is perceived as a mark of respect and openness to other people, could make all the difference.

			
					The particular case of Sweden. The Swedes, who favour a plain and controlled speaking style, do not seem to be enthusiastic proponents of forms of nonverbal communication. For example, during face-to-face conversations they tend to keep a certain distance so as not to encroach on the other person’s personal space. Consequently, apart from a handshake, you should avoid touching the other person.

					The particular case of Japan. While in Europe it seems unthinkable to not look the person you are speaking to in the eye, this is not the case in Japan. In this very hierarchical country, custom dictates that you should not look into a person’s eyes, but rather at neck height. As well as this, there are some other basic rules to follow:	When sitting down, take care not to show the soles of your shoes (this advice also applies to Arab countries), because this is considered incredibly rude.

	Avoid any physical contact, unless this is invited by the person you are talking to.

	Do not force yourself to fill any silences. Although Europeans may find silences awkward, the Japanese like them and consider these moments to be very valuable.




			

			Avoid jumping to conclusions

			Morphopsychology is a method which looks for correspondences between an individual’s physical appearance and their character, while morphogestural analysis explores an individual’s personality by analysing their expressive and evolving physical aspects. Synergology is a new discipline in the field of communication which aims to interpret the workings of the human mind by analysing the structure of its body language. These three disciplines can all offer food for thought on the meaning of physical signals. However, they should not all be taken at face value. 

			Knowledge requires care and attention, so beware of hasty interpretations which can lead to misunderstandings. On the one hand, the same signal can mean several things in different sociocultural situations and contexts; on the other hand, every individual has their own way of expressing themselves. Make sure that you always put nonverbal messages into context.
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