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To Juliet and Yen.

–Jerry and Hank
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To my conspicuously

wonderful sister,

Mary Ann.

–Gabe







Preface

The first edition of this book and the research behind it occurred long before the term “body language” became commonplace. The idea for this book originated in the early 1960s when coauthor Henry “Hank” Calero purchased a videotape-recording system for use in his business seminars. At the time, Hank was conducting programs for executives and managers in the AeroSpace Industry in California. He designed mock-negotiation case studies in which the attendees would role-play for the camera so that he could later analyze the material. In a matter of a few months, Hank had accumulated a wealth of nonverbal information. His realization that gestures, postures, and expressions were silently communicating every emotion—from authority and confidence to defensiveness and self-consciousness—was revolutionary at the time. He began discussing nonverbal communication at his seminars and found that his attendees and people who had heard about his research were greatly interested. Soon, he teamed up with the man dubbed the Father of Negotiating by Forbes magazine, Gerard “Jerry” Nierenberg, author of the best-selling book The Art of Negotiating. After much additional research, Hank and Jerry wrote the original How to Read a Person Like a Book.

It’s been nearly forty years since the publication of How to Read a Person Like a Book, and since that time, the sheer amount of knowledge that has accumulated on the subject of body language has been over-whelming—or at least it may seem so to the untrained. Fortunately, this book is intended to bring you back to the basics, to the roots, to make “reading a person like a book” as uncomplicated as it sounds. Joining the authors for this new edition of How to Read a Person Like a Book is Gabriel Grayson, author of the number-one sign language book in America, Talking with Your Hands, Listening with Your Eyes. As chair of the sign language and nonverbal communications department of the New School of General Studies in New York City, as well as the son of deaf parents, Gabe brings a very unique understanding of body language to the table. Together, the authors have updated the information presented in these pages without compromising its original accessibility and integrity.

A final note on the text is in order. In an effort to avoid lengthy and awkward phrasing within sentences, it is our style to alternate the use of generic male and female pronouns according to section. Therefore, one discussion employs the female “she” and “her” pronouns, while the next uses the male “he” and “his” pronouns. Hopefully, this provides an unbiased and easy-to-read text.

How to Read a Person Like a Book is sure to become an important tool in your ongoing search for a more complete way to understand the feelings, attitudes, and behaviors of others. If used properly, this knowledge will allow you to create more rewarding personal, professional, and casual relationships.







Introduction

“By a man’s fingernails, by his coat-sleeve, by his boots, by his trouser-knees, by the calluses of his forefinger and thumb, by his expression, by his shirt-cuffs, by his movements—by each of these things a man’s calling is plainly revealed.”

—Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, A Study in Scarlet

[image: image] eople-watching always proves to be a fascinating diversion. You’ve probably done it from time to time at the mall, at the grocery store, in meetings, during social gatherings, at sporting events, and so on. And if you’re like us, you’ve probably found yourself wondering what someone was thinking—what the story was behind a certain action or decision.

You probably already know that the “faces” people make or the way they tilt their heads, for instance, suggest certain thoughts or feelings. What people convey with their bodies, regardless of whether or not any words are said, speaks volumes about their intentions and emotions. And if words are spoken, knowing what a person is communicating via body language can, in many cases, help affirm or contradict what you are hearing.

Being aware of the emotions and intentions behind certain mannerisms can help you in all areas of your life. The more you practice “reading people like a book,” the more you’ll understand what makes them tick. With this deeper understanding, you’ll be able to deal more effectively with people on a professional, personal, and casual level.

By reading this book, you’ll learn how to train yourself to pay attention to the nonverbal language going on all around you. You’ll begin to “listen” with your eyes, watching carefully for the words, sentences, and paragraphs people write with their gestures and expressions. In Chapter 1, you’ll train yourself to become a keen observer of people. Then, in Chapter 2, you’ll come face to face with the expressions people make and the meanings behind them. The rest of the body plays as much of a role in nonverbal communication as the face, so in Chapter 3, you’ll learn the individual meanings of body gestures. You know that individual words do not convey a complete thought; even a sentence leaves many things unsaid. In much the same way, expressions and body gestures need to be strung together to provide a more complete picture of someone’s feelings or intentions. Therefore, Chapter 4 examines various attitudes along with the gesture clusters that are common to them. Finally, Chapter 5 takes a look at body language and relationships. In that important chapter, you’ll see how the gestures you’ve already learned about may surface in interactions with your child, your romantic partner, your staff, and other significant people in your life, and you’ll discover how you can employ your own body language to enhance these relationships.

You can learn a lot by reading body language, but please take this brief warning to heart: It’s easy to believe that you have a good grasp of nonverbal communication after just a bit of exposure, but it’s a mistake to become complacent. Be careful not to jump to conclusions based on some light reading and practice. Gaining a deeper understanding of people through studying their behaviors should be a lifelong learning experience, so don’t try to figure everything out all at once. Instead, focus on something new each day, or even each week, depending on the complexity of the behavior or person. Indeed, each hour you spend consciously observing body language is merely a small step up the long staircase of knowledge. Always keep in mind that “reading a person like a book” is an observational art, not an exact science. There are many variables and interpretations to take into account, so be observant, know your material as well as your subjects, and allow room for some surprises!





1

Becoming an Avid Reader of Body Language

“Learning is acquired by reading books, but the much more necessary learning, the knowledge of the world, is only to be acquired by reading men, and studying all the various editions of them.”

—The Earl of Chesterfield, Letters to His Son

[image: image] learn how to read a person like a book, the first thing you need to do is become a good observer. You can begin to hone your skills by going to places that are heavily populated and consciously observing the gestures, expressions, overall actions, and interactions between people. In this chapter, we’ll help you set the stage for keen observation, beginning with one of the most useful places to sharpen your abilities, the airport. We’ll discuss what you should look for to help you increase your awareness. In later chapters, you’ll start to learn the body’s vocabulary and how to recognize “sentences” and “paragraphs” to figure out the likely meanings.

YOUR OBSERVATION DECK: THE AIRPORT

An airport is an excellent place to view the entire human spectrum of behavior. It is a wonderful laboratory for observing a myriad of nonverbal messages that can reveal thoughts, feelings, and attitudes. While watching travelers arriving and departing, you can guess what they are feeling by observing their body language. You can determine if they are concerned about missing a flight, anticipating a good visit with friends and family, or wondering whether or not someone will be there to pick them up, among other things.

Here’s an example: A businesswoman is seated at the terminal waiting for her flight to be called. You note that her body is upright and rigid, her back is stiff, her ankles are locked, and her hands are clenched. (See Figure 1.1.) You may determine from this nonverbal message that she is nervous and concerned. You might deduce that she has a fear of flying or perhaps that her flight is delayed and she is concerned. Maybe she’ll miss an important appointment at her destination.

[image: image]

Figure 1.1. The Nervous Businesswoman

Further along, you see three businessmen talking on their cell phones. You observe that the first man is tensely seated, staring at the laptop computer in front of him. His shoulders are rigid; his jacket is buttoned, as if he’s going to a meeting; and his facial expression is serious. (See Figure 1.2.) You determine that this man is likely speaking to someone whom he wants to impress, convince, or influence in some manner—possibly, his boss.

[image: image]

Figure 1.2. The All-Business Businessman.

The second man you encounter is considerably more relaxed. He has one leg casually crossed over the other, and one hand held behind his head as he leans back slightly. His smiling expression and easygoing attitude makes you feel that he is talking to a good friend or, perhaps, to his wife. (See Figure 1.3.)

[image: image]

Figure 1.3. The Relaxed Businessman.

The third man you see is speaking into his phone in hushed tones as he hunches forward, trying to create some privacy in the crowded airport. (See Figure 1.4.) You note that one hand is held like a shield on the left side of his face, as if he’s screening his expression from the view of others, and his eyes are cast downward. By reading his body language, you conclude that he is being secretive. Perhaps he is planning some underhanded deal or encounter.

[image: image]

Figure 1.4. The Secretive Businessman.

Arriving in the baggage claim area, you see a family. Families are easily identified by their members’ proximity to one another and the manner in which they walk and hold themselves, as well as their similar facial features. Watch them carefully. Are they looking forward to a great vacation together or is there tension between them, indicating that there is a less enjoyable reason for their trip? Use your intuition.

Depending on the day of the week, you may observe several travelers being greeted by family and friends; perhaps you will witness a lot of hugging and kissing. These are physical, nonverbal expressions of love and joy. Perhaps you will see other travelers who just collect their baggage and walk toward the long-term parking lot or to the curb for car service. Note whether they walk quickly or leisurely. The speed with which someone moves can give you insight into the importance of that person’s trip. You will note that those who are anxiously awaiting pickup glance frequently at their watches, look down the road at the approaching vehicles, or hold their cell phones in their hand, waiting for a call.

As you can see, there are many different types of people and situations to observe at the airport. So the next time you have a long wait ahead of you, put your book or magazine down and spend some time reading people. You’ll notice a wide variety of postures and gestures that will provide hints and clues about what’s going on in each person’s head at that moment. Go ahead and make assumptions about what he is thinking and feeling. If someone you’re observing is with other people, examine how they interact with one another and take a guess as to their relationship. The more time you spend watching and interpreting, the stronger your “reading” skills will become.

VERBAL COMMUNICATION AT A GLANCE

Verbal communication does not operate in a vacuum. Indeed, it is a complex process that involves many different scenarios and intentions. While we do have an innate ability to detect how someone feels from a look, for instance, there is often a “disconnect” between what is being said and what is being revealed by the body. Our intuition tells us that something is amiss, but we may choose to ignore it or we may not trust it. Now is the time to start listening to your intuition.

When verbal and nonverbal messages conflict, it’s often the case that the nonverbal gestures are more honest. Therefore, it’s important for the
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