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Abstract 

 

Communicating Without Words: The Power of Nonverbal 

Communication in Business 

 

 

 

 

Ryan Michael Green, M.S.E. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2009 

 

Supervisors:  Kyle Lewis and Gaylen D. Paulson 

Communication is essential to business. A major component of communication is 

nonverbal communication. This form of communication has existed and been capitalized 

upon much longer than verbal communication. Nevertheless, the majority of people do 

not receive any formalized training on the subject. The objective of this report is to 

outline the importance of nonverbal communication by providing the reader with a 

practical introduction to the topic and define how it is applicable to business. 
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FOUNDATIONS OF NONVERBAL COMMUNICATION 

Chapter 1:  Introduction 

Good communication is an important skill to possess in business. Even the most 

brilliant people in the world would be far less valuable if they could not effectively 

communicate their ideas to others. It is one thing to be able to conceptualize and 

formulate ideas in one’s own mind; it is another to be able to convey those ideas to others 

so their value can be capitalized. If the ideas cannot be presented to others in a manner 

that can be easily understood, the ideas may as well not have been realized in the first 

place. 

In the United States, people are formally taught many aspects of communication 

such as how to speak, listen, read, and write. However, the education system and culture 

in the United States do not place the same level of importance on learning nonverbal 

communication. Most people are not even aware of this subject, let alone educated on it. 

Mark Knapp and Judith Hall admit that nonverbal communication is a neglected part of 

the study of human communication in the United States (Knapp & Hall, 1992, p. 29). 

This is unfortunate because nonverbal communication is a core component of human 

communication.  

Throughout the history of mankind, people have relied on nonverbal 

communication far longer than they have relied on verbal communication. As a result, 

nonverbal communication is ingrained in the human brain and whether it is intentional or 

not, humans communicate nonverbally. Even today, adult humans rely more on 

nonverbal cues than verbal cues to determine social meaning (Burgoon, Buller, & 

Woodall, 1996, p. 136). 
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Unfortunately, those who are poor nonverbal communicators continually miss the 

opportunity to better convey their ideas to others and to better understand what others are 

trying to convey to them. This is analogous to not listening well to what others are 

saying. Other people are communicating nonverbally, but their messages are not 

received. Temperate estimates suggest 60-65% of social context is conveyed nonverbally 

(Burgoon, et al., 1996, p. 137). From this estimate, it can be deduced that those who 

neglect nonverbal communication may be missing over half of the meaning the 

communicator intended for them to receive. Furthermore, those unaware of nonverbal 

communication often do not realize what they are communicating to others. They may be 

verbally communicating high confidence while at the same time nonverbally 

communicating low confidence. This is an unfortunate result because adult humans tend 

to trust nonverbal communication before verbal communication (Burgoon, et al., 1996, p. 

139). 

One field that would benefit from the application of nonverbal communication 

skills is business (Knapp & Hall, 1992, p. 29). The benefits range from forming 

impressions of people, interviewing, advertising, public speaking, and of course, 

management. In order for those working in business to become better nonverbal 

communicators, they need to learn and apply nonverbal communication skills. There are 

two general objectives business professionals should strive to meet. First, they should 

learn to interpret the nonverbal messages others are communicating. Second, they should 

learn to monitor their own nonverbal communication. Achieving these two objectives 

will improve their overall communication skills and allow them to be more effective 

communicators with their associates. 
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NONVERBAL COMMUNICATION DEFINED 

The most basic definition of nonverbal communication is the processes of sending 

and receiving messages without using verbal or written words. This category of 

communication can include facial expressions, the display of gestures, touching, physical 

movements, and body adornments such as clothing, jewelry, hairstyles, and tattoos 

(Navarro, 2008, p. 2). These are just some of the elements of nonverbal communication. 

The complete list is much more extensive. The elements of nonverbal communication 

mentioned above are considered forms of nonverbal communication because they all can 

communicate a message to others without using a word. For example, a head nod can 

communicate agreement and adorning oneself with a leather jacket can be used as a 

method of intimidation. 

Nonverbal and verbal communication can be used independently or in 

conjunction with each other (Burgoon, et al., 1996, p. 158). Examples of nonverbal 

communication being used independently of verbal communication are when a person 

nods their head in agreement instead of verbally saying yes, or when a person storms out 

of the room instead of discussing the topic that is bothering them. Nonverbal 

communication is used in conjunction with verbal communication to repeat, compliment, 

or emphasize what is being said verbally. A person may nod their head while also saying 

yes, raise their hands high in the air while verbally describing something as tall, or pound 

their fists against an object while verbally expressing anger. 

Gestures are a form of nonverbal communication made using the body. There are 

two forms of gestures: those that are inborn and those that are learned (Kuhnke, 2007, p. 

38). An example of an inborn gesture is smiling. This gesture is classified as inborn 

because even babies born blind and deaf will smile. An example of a learned gesture is 

shaking the head to communicate no (Pease & Pease, 2004, p. 18). This gesture is 
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considered learned because humans develop this gesture as infants. When an infant does 

not want any more to eat or drink, they will turn their head from side to side to prevent 

being fed any more. This gesture has evolved to become a learned gesture for 

communicating no. 

SCOPE COVERED 

The topic of nonverbal communication is in itself large. As mentioned earlier the 

subject includes less defined topics such as clothing, jewelry, hairstyles, and tattoos. 

Because nonverbal communication is such a broad topic, the focus of this report is 

primarily on gestures. Gestures are the most defined and unambiguous form of nonverbal 

communication, and therefore, the most appropriate introduction to the subject of 

nonverbal communication. 

Culture is another important aspect of nonverbal communication that 

encompasses many nuances as well as radical differences. Because there is an abundance 

of cultures in the world and even within many countries, the scope of this report is 

limited to the United States. The exclusion of a focus on culture is not intended to 

diminish its importance.  

Culture differences should always be strongly considered when trying to interpret 

the nonverbal communication of a person from a foreign culture. The nonverbal 

communication typical of the other culture may be completely opposite from a person’s 

own. There are several known cases where radical differences exist. When an encounter 

with a foreign culture is expected, it is best to be proactive and prepare for the encounter 

in advance. Books, the Internet, and others familiar with that culture can all be valuable 

resources to accomplish this. 
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ROADMAP 

The focus of this report is those areas of nonverbal communication that offer a 

practical application in a business context. The report begins by discussing the origin of 

nonverbal communication to suppress any skepticism the reader may have regarding the 

scientific basis and value of nonverbal communication. The report highlights some 

important caveats that the reader should consider before basing a conclusion on 

nonverbal communication. The report then attempts to introduce the reader to some 

nonverbal communication skills that will allow them to better portray themselves to 

others. The last section of the report introduces the reader to some tools that can be used 

to more easily and accurately formulate impressions of others.
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Chapter 2:  Origin of Nonverbal Communication 

The common ancestor of modern humans began to evolve around six million 

years ago (Kenneally, 2007, pp. 89-90). However, modern humans did not begin to 

communicate verbally until approximately 200,000 years ago (Kenneally, 2007, p. 218). 

This evidence suggests that although present day humans greatly depend on verbal 

communication, approximately two thirds of their evolutionary past was spent with only 

the ability to communicate nonverbally. As a result, nonverbal communication continues 

to be an essential part of human communication. 

TRIUNE BRAIN 

To understand nonverbal communication, it is beneficial to understand the 

evolution of the human brain. A simplified model of the brain known as the triune brain 

illustrates this evolution by showing that the modern human brain consists of not one 

brain, but three (Navarro, 2008, p. 22). These brains are referred to as the stem brain, 

limbic system, and neocortex. The stem brain, also known as the reptilian brain, is the 

part of the human brain that existed first (Kazlev, 1999). It is responsible for the most 

basic tasks of self preservation and aggression. The limbic system, also known as the 

mammalian brain, evolved after the reptilian brain and is responsible for producing 

emotions, likes, and dislikes. The neocortex, also known as the human brain, evolved 

after the limbic system and is responsible for complex tasks such as math, science, and 

art. 

 The three components of the triune brain can be considered discrete because they 

work independently of each other (Kazlev). For example, an aircraft mechanic uses their 

neocortex to perform work on an aircraft. If they hear someone say “Watch out!” 

depending on the perceived severity, their limbic system or stem brain may override the 
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consciousness of the neocortex to get them away from danger as quickly as possible. 

Similarly, a person taking a leisurely stroll through the park could be daydreaming using 

their neocortex, until they are confronted by a mugger. At that time their limbic system or 

perhaps stem brain are likely to intervene and handle the situation as the neocortex part of 

the brain becomes a passive observer. 

Understanding the triune model of the brain is valuable in understanding the basis 

of nonverbal communication. When humans communicate nonverbally, they do it 

primarily with the limbic component (Navarro, 2008, p. 23). This component is 

responsible for interpreting environmental data as either agreeable or disagreeable and 

responding accordingly. Many of these responses result in gestures. Understanding the 

triune brain model is also important because the limbic system, which is the primary 

brain component responsible for conveying nonverbal communication, is too 

unintelligent to formulate a lie. Lying requires the more sophisticated neocortex. As a 

result, nonverbal communication can be considered a highly accurate communication 

channel. 

To be skilled at consciously and intelligently communicating nonverbally requires 

the neocortex brain component. For starters, the neocortex is what is required to read this 

text. However there is more to using the neocortex than this. After all, if humans are 

already using nonverbal communication, why does the neocortex need to get involved? 

The reason is to consciously understand what someone else is saying. If a person is 

communicating nervousness for example, the person receiving the communication is 

likely to also feel nervous because their limbic system is interpreting this communication. 

To the unskilled receiver, the neocortex has no idea why they are feeling nervous. 

However, a person skilled in nonverbal communication can recognize that the person is 

nervous using the neocortex and calm their own internal nervousness. A skilled 
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nonverbal communicator is more likely to recognize that their own limbic system is 

inducing a response to the other person’s nervousness. 

A person unskilled at nonverbal communication can stand before an audience and 

verbally explain why they are confident regarding a topic while at the same time their 

limbic system is nonverbally sending the message they are scared and do not want to be 

there. A person skilled at nonverbal communication however, can recognize when they 

are communicating this nervousness and make a conscious effort to suppress this 

communication using their neocortex. This is because a person skilled at nonverbal 

communication is aware of the gestures that communicate low confidence and are 

therefore better able to avoid them. The skilled nonverbal communicator in the situation 

above would recognize if they had the urge to cross their arms during their presentation 

and consciously keep them uncrossed to avoid sending an unintended or unprofessional 

message. 
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Chapter 3:  Caveats 

When developing and applying nonverbal communication skills, there are some 

important caveats to remember. Interpreting nonverbal communication is not a perfect 

science. It is not always possible to accurately conclude what someone is thinking or 

feeling based on their nonverbal communication. Understanding some caveats will help 

reduce the probability of misinterpretation and lead to more accurate deciphering of 

nonverbal messages. 

CONSIDER INDIVIDUALITY 

Nonverbal communication research is based on the idea that there is some 

consistency in how people communicate. The premise of this theory is that people would 

not be able to communicate at all using nonverbal channels if at least some similarity did 

not exist in the way all people communicated (Burgoon, et al., 1996, p. 26). Nevertheless, 

it should be recognized that classifying gestures and their meanings are ultimately a 

generalization. While there is some accuracy to this generalization, there are also many 

irregularities in human behavior. For example, most people are capable of speaking, but 

they do not all speak the same way. Two people may ultimately choose to convey the 

same message using different sentence structures or vocabularies. Similarly, not all 

people will communicate the same way nonverbally. For this reason, nonverbal 

communication should not be considered a perfect source of information any more than 

verbal communication should. As with verbal communication, people do not always 

perfectly communicate what they intend, nor do they all possess the same level of 

communication skills. The following sections will help the interpreter better reduce the 

probability of interpretation error, but as with all communication, the probability of error 

is likely to persist. The objective is to reduce this probability to an acceptable level. 
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CONSIDER CONTEXT 

The first caveat is that the context in which nonverbal communication is observed 

should always be considered (Goman, 2008, pp. 12-13). It is not prudent to base a 

conclusion on an observed nonverbal message without first considering the context in 

which that message is being communicated. For example, a person hugging themselves 

may be distraught. However, they may also simply be trying to keep warm. As a receiver 

and interpreter of nonverbal communication, the possibility that a person hugging 

themselves might be cold rather than distraught must be considered to avoid false 

assumptions about the other person. A quick inspection and consideration of the 

environment and context in which the nonverbal message was sent can promote a more 

accurate and reliable interpretation. 

SEEK MULTIPLE MESSAGES 

It is important to not base a conclusion on a single nonverbal message (Navarro, 

2008, p. 13). The more messages there are to support a conclusion, the higher the 

probability that the conclusion is accurate. It is important that the message receiver watch 

for multiple cues that support an idea before basing a conclusion on it. It would not be 

prudent for a message receiver to immediately assume someone is uncomfortable with a 

topic just because they rubbed their forehead while discussing it. Instead the message 

receiver should look for other nonverbal messages that support the idea the person is 

uncomfortable. If the other person rubs their forehead and then rubs the back of their 

neck the probability they are uncomfortable is increased. The more nonverbal messages 

they communicate that support the notion they are uncomfortable, the greater the 

probability that they are in fact uncomfortable.  
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ESTABLISH A BASELINE 

It is also beneficial to establish a baseline of others, when possible, prior to 

making conclusions based on their nonverbal communication (Navarro, 2008, p. 12). 

Some people are always uncomfortable, nervous, or otherwise unique. It is best to 

recognize their individual characteristics beforehand and then look for discrepancies in 

subsequent encounters. For example, some people are highly energetic and typically 

move their hands a lot when they talk. Others are more subdued and tend not to use their 

hands at all when communicating. By establishing these baselines beforehand, it can be 

easier to identify when these people are feeling abnormal. If the highly energetic person 

becomes subdued, something may be bothering them. They may be uncomfortable or 

pained by something. Similarly, if the more subdued person becomes energetic, 

something may be bothering them. They may be uncomfortable or angry. 

All of the rules above are by themselves imperfect at guaranteeing the accuracy of 

nonverbal interpretation. These imperfections stress the importance that all rules must be 

considered when interpreting nonverbal communication. A weakness that permeates one 

rule is likely to be detected by one of the others. Only by applying all of these rules to 

every received message will it be safe to make a conclusion on the meaning of a message.
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PROTRAYING A PROFESSIONAL IMAGE 

Chapter 4:  Establishing and Maintaining Rapport 

Rapport is an emotional bond between two people that is characterized by a 

mutual liking, trust, and concern for one another (rapport). When interacting with others, 

a primary objective should be to establish and maintain rapport with them. When rapport 

is established, conducting business with that person can be easier. Because a trusting 

relationship exists, the other person will be less apt to scrutinize the ideas or requests 

presented to them. With trust established, they will be much more eager to proceed 

because they are content that their well being has been considered. They will not have to 

worry about a hidden or otherwise malicious agenda. 

FIRST IMPRESSIONS 

It is repeatedly said that there is only one chance to make a first impression. 

During a first encounter, people will evaluate one another to determine whether or not 

they like the other person. This determination can be made in as few as seven seconds 

(Goman, 2008, p. 162). After the determination is made, it will be used as a baseline for 

all future evaluations of that person. If a person deems another to be trustworthy or 

otherwise likable, they will tend to assume the person is trustworthy and likable in future 

interactions (Lewis, 1989, p. 33). If a person deems another to be untrustworthy or 

otherwise not likable, they will tend to assume that person is untrustworthy and tend to 

not like that person in future interactions.  

Obviously this is a precarious position. Seven seconds to win likability is difficult, 

especially when communicating verbally. Very few words can be spoken in seven 

seconds. However, a multitude of nonverbal messages can be transmitted in that same 
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short period of time. For this reason it is important to be highly attentive to the nonverbal 

messages being sent to others when meeting them for the first time. 

HANDSHAKING 

It may not be widely known, but there is a wide variety of different handshaking 

techniques that exist in the United States. Each of these techniques can convey a different 

message. It is important to ensure the technique used conveys the intended message. 

Since the focus of this chapter is to establish rapport with others, the intent recommended 

is to make the other person feel welcomed, comfortable, and of equal status. With this 

intent in mind, the most appropriate handshaking technique is a single hand shake that 

keeps the direction of the palm perfectly perpendicular to the ground and consists of a 

grasp of equal pressure and two to three pumps (Navarro, 2008, p. 136). Any other 

handshake technique can convey unequal status and is likely to hinder the establishment 

of rapport. 

Techniques to avoid are turning the wrist downward or upward before or during 

the grasp and grabbing the other persons hand, forearm, arm, or shoulder during the 

handshake. These techniques can convey dominance and unequal status and may leave 

the other person feeling miffed. 

Occasionally, if not often, two people will miss each other’s hands when 

extending a handshake which can result in the shaking of one another’s fingers. This can 

be quite embarrassing. If it occurs, it is okay to suggest another try (Pease & Pease, 2004, 

p. 61). Kindly say, “Let us try again, shall we?” A technique to avoid grabbing another 

person’s fingertips is to open the hand as wide as possible extending the fingers out and 

as straight as possible. This technique gives the other person ample room to place their 

hand in the proper position. 
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MIRRORING 

When two people are speaking, their body movements will tend to be in 

synchrony with each other (Knapp & Hall, 1992, pp. 210-211). This natural tendency is 

referred to as mirroring because their body movements and postures tend to be a 

reflection of one another. When two people interact without mirroring one another, the 

resulting experience is more likely to be negative. This may be because non-synchrony 

can convey a lack of attention and concern for the other person. When two people interact 

and mirroring does occur between them, the resulting experience is more likely to be 

positive. As a result of this phenomenon, mirroring other people’s body movements and 

posture may increase the experience they receive from the interaction and therefore help 

establish rapport. As an example, when speaking to someone whose arms are crossed, 

copying this gesture can convey a connection and may improve their experience from the 

interaction. The person originally crossing their arms is likely to feel the connection and 

be inclined to think the other person is attuned to them. 

SMILING 

Most people have heard that they should consistently smile at others because 

people are attracted to those who smile. Smiling by humans is an expression of happiness 

(Feldman & Rime, 1991, p. 81). If a person observes another becoming happy by their 

presence, they are likely to consider the relationship a positive one which is an element of 

rapport.  

Smiling can also induce smiling in others. As noted earlier, people tend to 

naturally mirror others they like. Furthermore, it is easier to smile at someone who is 

smiling than it is to frown at them (Pease & Pease, 2004, p. 71). Given the two choices, it 

is more likely that a person will respond to a smile with a smile than it is they will 
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respond with a frown. Since a primary goal when establishing rapport is to get the other 

person to enjoy the interaction, inducing their happiness through smiling seems logical. 

OPENNESS 

An open body posture conveys a welcoming attitude towards others (Kuhnke, 

2007, p. 131). Examples of an open body posture include uncrossed arms, exposed palms, 

widened eyes, and a lifted chin. These gestures convey a trusting and non-hostile attitude 

because an open body posture exposes a person’s vital body parts such as the throat and 

chest cavity. Presenting an open body posture can help others feel at ease and welcome 

through the understanding that they are not in a threatening situation. Ultimately, they are 

likely to find the interaction pleasurable. 

When people are untrusting or interpret the situation to be hostile, they will 

assume a closed body posture that offers protection if attacked. They will keep their chin 

down to protect their throat and hide their palms in preparation of making a fist. This type 

of posture will convey a potentially hostile situation and leave the other person worried or 

concerned. The ultimate evaluation of this type of an interaction is most likely to be 

negative. 

FRONTING 

When someone likes another person they tend to naturally orient themselves to 

face them. Similarly, when they do not like someone they tend to naturally orient 

themselves to face away from them (Navarro, 2008, p. 88). Fronting refers to the 

direction in which a person faces. Facing the general direction of the other person with 

the arms opened as opposed to crossed, communicates an attraction to the other.  

It is important to note that directly facing someone is not necessary and in fact 

facing the other person at a slight angle is preferred (Hogan, 2008, p. 105). Facing them 
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directly can communicate dominance or intimidation which could be interpreted as 

hostile as opposed to friendly. 

LEANING 

One way for a person to help build rapport with others is to lean towards them 

when interacting. While leaning away from a person can communicate a dislike, leaning 

toward a person conveys an eagerness to be closer and thus a liking of them (Navarro 86; 

Kuhnke 119). By leaning forward, the other person will detect the interest and interpret it 

positively, leading to an overall positive experience. 

When leaning towards others, it is important not to lean too close because people 

have a level of personal space they do not want to be invaded. In the United States and 

much of the Western world, the appropriate distance to maintain for personal 

relationships is 18-48 inches (Burgoon, et al., 1996, p. 89-90). This range can be broken 

into two categories: close and far. The close distance is 18-30 inches and should be 

reserved for family, friends, and close relationships or when discussing personal or 

private topics. The far relationship is 30-48 inches and should be reserved for casual 

acquaintances and less personal topics. For impersonal relationships, 4-12 feet is 

appropriate. It is important to consider the type of relationship and adjust and maintain 

the distance appropriately. 

CONGRUENCE 

When trying to establish rapport with others, it is also important to keep verbal 

and nonverbal communication in sync as much as possible when interacting with others. 

When a person says something verbally while saying something different nonverbally, 

most adults receiving the incongruent messages will tend to rely on the nonverbal 

message over the verbal message (Burgoon, et al., 1996, p. 139). When verbal and 
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nonverbal communications are in sync, the audience will not have any reason to 

disbelieve what they are being told. Since congruence promotes trust and trust is a basis 

of rapport, it is important to ensure verbal and nonverbal communication are always 

congruent. 

SEATING 

The orientation in which two people are seated together can have a dramatic 

effect on their perceptions of one another. By sitting at a position that is next to another 

person, a cooperative attitude is conveyed which may better promote rapport over other 

seating arrangements (Pease & Pease, 2004, p. 332). Sitting across the table from 

someone can convey an authoritative or competitive attitude. When sitting across the 

table from someone, it can be more difficult interacting with them. 

When interacting with others in a competitive or otherwise important interaction 

such as to resolve a conflict or negotiate with them, it is best to try to sit either directly 

next to them or at an adjacent side of the table if space or custom permits (Fisher & Ury, 

1991, p. 61). In the event a competitive engagement occurs after seating has already been 

chosen, a skilled nonverbal communicator should recognize that the seating arrangement 

may be causing the interaction to be more difficult. When this situation occurs, the skilled 

nonverbal communicator will be in a better position to determine whether further 

engaging in the interaction is really important or not. If seating arrangement is believed to 

be contributing to the difficulty, it may be better to postpone the topic until a later time. 

Another option is to switch to a more cooperative position. One discreet way of doing 

this is by asking to show the other person some information that is contained on a paper 

and when they agree, move to a more cooperative position and begin viewing the 

information together. 
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When arranging seating at an office, it is also best to put the guest seat beside the 

desk and not across from it when collaboration rather than authority is the intent of the 

relationship. If space permits, it can also be beneficial to set up a conference area with a 

couch or chairs away from the desk. 

NODDING AND EVALUATING 

It is possible to keep other people talking by slowly head nodding while they are 

talking. People will talk two to three times longer if the listener nods their head while the 

other person is speaking (Pease & Pease, 2004, p. 231). It is important to nod the head 

slowly in three nod bursts to convey interest. Nodding the head quickly conveys that the 

listener has heard enough. Similarly, lightly resting the chin on one hand communicates 

that the listener is genuinely interested and carefully evaluating what they are hearing 

(Pease & Pease, 2004, p. 156). The key word in the previous sentence is lightly. If 

someone is resting their head completely in their hands they will be communicating 

boredom and disinterest.  
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Chapter 5:  Portraying and Assessing Confidence 

When conducting business, it is important to always convey confidence. This can 

be especially important when negotiating, managing or leading others, or selling products 

or ideas. People are more likely to trust and follow others who are confident because it is 

a sign that they believe in themselves or in the product or service they are selling. In other 

words, confident people communicate a message that they stand by their behavior and by 

their products. There are some basic nonverbal communication techniques that can be 

used to convey confidence. It is not only important for a person to ensure that they 

themselves are portraying confidence, but also for them to observe and consider the 

confidence level of others they encounter.  

It is better to negotiate with someone that is less confident if the option exists 

because they will be more susceptible to persuasion. It is also better to follow and support 

someone who is confident than someone who is not. People who are not confident are 

unsure and as a result are working against themselves in their endeavors. Because this 

makes things more difficult for them, their chances of success are less than for someone 

who is confident. 

POSTURE 

Posture can be a good indicator of a person’s confidence level. When people are 

confident, their body will defy gravity (Navarro, 2008, p. 110). They will hold their head 

high, stand or sit up straight, and raise their hands and arms when they talk. This defiance 

of gravity can even be observed when confident people walk (Navarro, 2008, p. 63). 

They will walk as if they are walking on a cushion of air. People who are not confident 

give in to gravity. They will hold their head low, sit drooped over, and keep their hands 

and arms motionless down low. By ensuring posture is upright, a person can nonverbally 
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communicate to others that they are confident even when they are not. This can be useful 

when trying to get other people to accept an idea or product. It can also be useful in 

portraying a professional presence. 

Confident people are not threatened easily. As a result, they do not have a need to 

constantly protect themselves. They do not walk around with their arms across their chest 

or their chins tucked in to protect their neck. Instead they have open postures that expose 

their vulnerabilities. They do this because they are confident that they will not be 

attacked. They do not feel any threat that is worthy of concern. For this reason, having an 

open body posture can also communicate confidence. Others will recognize that the 

person with the open body posture is not scared or nervous of being attacked and 

therefore must have an advantage. To communicate confidence, it is important to 

maintain an open body posture especially when dealing with adversaries such as in a 

negotiation. It is highly unlikely that anyone will ever physically attack someone in a 

business environment so performing gestures that are intended to protect the body 

physically are for the most part unnecessary. 

STEEPLING 

Steepling refers to the act of placing the finger and thumb tips together in a 

praying like pose (Navarro, 2008, p. 147). This gesture communicates confidence and is 

often displayed by professionals such as doctors and lawyers. However, business people 

can also use this gesture to support points for which they are confident. For example, 

when trying to pitch an idea to a supervisor, performing the steepling gesture while 

presenting the idea may help the supervisor accept your idea because they will believe 

that idea is a sound one. It is important to only use this gesture if confidence truly does 

exist because in the end, whatever is being pitched will need to be fulfilled. Furthermore, 
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if used without supporting evidence of knowledge steepling can convey smugness and 

arrogance (Pease & Pease, 2004, p. 133). 

Since people will also naturally perform this gesture when they are confident, 

observers of steepling can reasonably assume the gesturer has a high confidence in the 

subject. The observer can then evaluate whether or not confidence is an appropriate 

attitude. For example, an employee pitching a new idea should be expected to be 

confident. If they are not confident in their pitch, why should a manager assume the risk? 

On the contrary, observing overt signs of confidence by another party when negotiating a 

sales price would not necessarily be good. If they are confident in the current price being 

negotiated there is a good chance they are getting the better deal. 
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FORMING IMPRESSIONS OF OTHERS 

Chapter 6:  Recognizing Discomfort in Others 

When conducting business with others, it is useful to recognize when they are 

uncomfortable with the situation. Recognizing when someone is uncomfortable can be 

valuable in many business activities such as facilitating relationships, giving 

presentations, making propositions, and negotiating. There are a number of gestures that 

a person may perform when they are feeling uncomfortable. A skilled nonverbal 

communicator can recognize these and respond accordingly.  

SELF PACIFYING BEHAVIORS 

Self pacifying refers to gestures that people will perform to calm or soothe 

themselves when they are uncomfortable with their position or situation. The gestures are 

mimed acts of being touched by someone else (Knapp & Hall, 1992, p. 242). For 

example, a person might hold their own hand when they are nervous or scared to emulate 

the feeling they would receive if someone else were there with them giving them support 

by holding their hand. 

Other common examples of self pacifying behavior include rubbing of the 

forehead, rubbing of the front or back of the neck, puffing of the cheeks, tugging at the 

collar, fondling a necklace or necktie, and rubbing the palms down the front of the thighs 

(Navarro, 2008, pp. 39-46). When people pacify themselves by touching one of these 

body parts, they are stimulating nerves which in return will release endorphins to help 

themselves feel more relaxed. If any of the above self pacifying behaviors are observed 

or if any other behavior is observed that can be construed as a self pacifying, the other 

person may be uncomfortable with the topic or situation. When unwarranted self 

comforting behaviors are observed, an attempt to discover the cause of the discomfort can 
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be made by continuing to talk about the current subject and see if the discomfort 

continues. If it does, more and more specific questions can be asked to try to discover the 

ultimate cause. 

BODY FREEZING AND WITHDRAWAL 

Throughout history when humans have felt threatened for any reason they 

respond by freezing, fleeing, or fighting. This human survival response is embedded in 

the limbic system (Navarro, 2008, pp. 25-26). This behavior originated in the early 

evolution of mankind when the environment was much more dangerous than it is today. 

During that time period, the limbic system developed a response of stopping all body 

movements when a threat was first identified in hopes of going unnoticed. If freezing was 

unsuccessful, the next developed response was to run away from the threat, evoking the 

flight response. Finally, if they were unable to run away their response was to confront 

the threat and fight. This behavior is still present in modern day humans. People who are 

threatened or uncomfortable for any reason will often freeze. As a skilled nonverbal 

communicator, it is possible to determine when a person is uncomfortable by looking for 

changes in the frequency of their movement. If they are moving normally and then 

suddenly their hands or feet freeze, they may be uncomfortable with something. 

People will also withdraw when they are uncomfortable. This may not always be 

as blatant as leaving the room. It could be much more subtle such as withdrawing their 

hands and arms away from another person and placing them by their sides or underneath 

a table (Navarro, 2008, p. 111). Similarly, they may withdraw their feet or lean their torso 

away from whatever is causing their discomfort. When freezing or withdrawal behaviors 

are observed, there is a potential that the gesturer is uncomfortable with a topic, person, 
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or situation. If the reasoning behind their behavior is unclear, further questioning can be 

used to try to determine the source of their discomfort. 

EYE BLOCKING 

People’s eye structures will change in response to their environment (Navarro, 

2008, pp. 172-175). When they like what they see, they will widen their eyes to see it 

better. Similarly, their pupils may dilate to better view it. However, when people see 

something they don’t like, they will narrow their eyes and their pupils may contract in 

response. Although these gestures can be subtle, they can be observed if careful attention 

is made. Less subtle displays of this gesture include an extended blink or eye rubbing. In 

these cases the gesturer may be subconsciously blocking the displeasure from their view. 

SHIELDING OF VITAL ORGANS 

When people are uncomfortable they will protect their vital organs. For example, 

they will protect their throat by lowering their chin and protect their chest cavity by 

crossing their arms or turning away. People who are uncomfortable with another person 

or situation may also cross their legs to create a shield with their shin between themselves 

and another person. On the contrary, when people are comfortable they will have a more 

open body posture which makes them more vulnerable to an attack. When an observer 

sees someone performing one of these organ shielding gestures they should make note of 

it and try to learn why the other person is uncomfortable. If nervousness or discomfort is 

common for the situation they should try to get the person to feel more comfortable using 

the methods in the chapter on rapport. If the behavior is not common, they can try to get 

to the root of the behavior by asking questions related to the topic or situation and 

observe how the person responds. If the person responds with further nervousness, the 

root cause is likely to be related to the question.
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Chapter 7:  Evaluating Interest 

When conducting business, it can be beneficial to recognize when other people 

are sincerely interested in others. In some cases, people tend to insincerely convey 

interest when they want something. For example, they will ask questions about subjects 

they do not really care about in an effort to befriend another person in preparation for a 

request. They will sit and listen to a story or to a person they have no desire to listen to 

only to gain favor with them. The problem with this is it can be difficult to recognize who 

is actually a friend or business alliance and who is just being manipulative. With the 

application of nonverbal communication it is possible to identify whether others are 

sincere in their interest or not. 

RAPPORT 

One way to identify if others are sincerely interested in a relationship is whether 

or not they try to build rapport. If others approach with an open and welcoming posture 

as indicated earlier, chances are they are sincerely excited to see the person they are 

greeting. Similarly, if they turn to face the other person directly, chances are they 

sincerely want to be engaged with that person. A person cannot be immediately assumed 

to be insincere because they are not trying to build rapport; it may simply be that they are 

unaware how to nonverbally communicate rapport.  

FAKE SMILES 

It is easy to think that when someone else is smiling they are pleased with and 

accepting of another person. Unfortunately, this is not necessarily always true. People 

understand the importance of smiling and as a result often force themselves to smile even 
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when it is unnatural for them to do so. Fortunately a real smile can be differentiated from 

a fake one (Pease & Pease, 2004, p. 67). 

There are two sets of muscles that facilitate smiling. The zygomatic major 

muscles control the mouth and cheeks and the orbicularis oculi muscles control the eyes.  

According to Allan and Barbara Pease, the difference between these two muscles is that 

the zygomatic major muscles can be consciously controlled by the neocortex whereas the 

orbicularis oculi muscles cannot. As a result, the eyes are the place to look to determine if 

a smile is sincere or not. A sincere smile creates wrinkling around the outer edges of the 

eyes that are known as “crow’s feet.”  This occurrence makes it possible to determine 

when others are really happy versus just smiling out of courtesy.  

EYE EXPANSION 

In the 1960’s it was proposed that pupil dilation and contraction have a 

relationship to a person’s mental and emotional state (Knapp & Hall, 1992). Through a 

series of experiments, it was discovered that people’s pupils grow larger when viewing 

something they are attracted to and contract when viewing something they determine to 

be unattractive. This phenomenon may also apply to the eye structure in general. When 

people observe someone they determine to be pleasant, they will lift their eyebrows and 

widen their eyes (Navarro, 2008, p. 172). Similarly, when they observe someone they do 

not find pleasant, they will lower their eyebrows and narrow their eyes. This effect offers 

the possibility that an observer can determine whether another person is pleased or 

displeased with another person’s presence by observing the size of their pupils and eye 

posture. 

When Joe Navarro moved to the United States from Cuba as a child, he was 

unable to speak English very well. As a result, he evaluated whether or not teachers and 
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students liked him by whether or not they raised their eyebrows when they first saw him 

(Navarro, 2008, p. 2). There is really no reason why this technique cannot be used in the 

business environment. It can be used to identify who is welcoming and who is not. As an 

example, when approaching a group of people for help, it would be better to specifically 

approach the friendlier and more welcoming of the group. 

OPEN TORSO 

When a person is naturally engaged in a conversation they will display an open 

body posture consisting of uncrossed arms. On the contrary, when they do not care to 

listen they will cross their arms as if to prevent the information from being received. 

People who sit with their arms crossed can potentially learn 38% less than those who sit 

with their arms uncrossed (Pease & Pease, 2004, p. 91). This research was performed 

through a series of lectures. In some of the lectures, the attendees were instructed to keep 

their arms and legs crossed and in other lectures the attendees were instructed to keep 

them uncrossed. At the end of the lectures they were quizzed on what they had retained 

and those who were instructed to keep their arms crossed had learned 38% less than those 

who were instructed to keep them uncrossed. If someone is crossing their arms while 

being spoken to the potential exists that they are not actually listening. 

ORIENTATION OF LEGS AND FEET 

A non-intuitive yet accurate indicator of whether someone is sincerely interested 

in another is the direction their feet and legs are pointing (Navarro, 2008, pp. 53-54). The 

human legs and feet evolved to move humans towards the things they like and away from 

the things they do not. As a result, the human legs and feet have a tendency to point in the 

direction that they want to go and away from what they want to be away from. It can be 

possible to determine who other people have an affinity for and who they do not care for 
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by the direction their feet are pointing. When they are sincerely engaged with another 

person, their feet will point toward the other person. When they would rather be 

somewhere else, their feet are likely to be pointing away from them. 
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Chapter 8:  Recognizing Dominance 

Business environments can be highly competitive, intimidating, and domineering. 

Many business people are eager to get promoted and sometimes, if not often, enjoy the 

feeling of being in charge. Having the capability to identify when others are trying to 

convey intimidation or dominance is valuable and can help prevent being persuaded by 

reasons other than personal judgment. 

When people unskilled in nonverbal communication are intimidated, their limbic 

system receives and interprets the message as discomfort. However, the more logical 

neocortex doesn’t necessarily realize the reason for the discomfort and as a result may 

allow this feeling to blind their better judgment. As a result an irrational decision can be 

made and the decision maker is left with the frustration of having knowingly made it. 

Those who are skilled in nonverbal communication can more easily recognize these 

situations by identifying the gestures that are used to convey intimidation and dominance. 

By identifying these gestures, they will be in a better position to neutralize their effect.  

PALMS DOWN 

Palms facing downward communicate authority (Pease and Pease 36; Kuhnke 

143). For example, leaders in oppressed countries often use palm down gestures when 

interacting with the people under their rule. In most modern business environments, this 

gesture really does not have a place. Most businesses seek and encourage empowered 

employees and trying to coerce or manipulate these employees using authoritarian and 

domineering gestures is often not welcomed and results in resistance. While there may be 

times when this gesture is warranted like when being reprimanded for a grave error, this 

gesture should not be commonplace. When this gesture is observed, it is likely the 

gesturer is trying to intimidate or control another person. 
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HANDS BEHIND THE HEAD 

When a person leans back, interlocks their fingers, and places them behind their 

head or neck, they may be trying to intimidate by making themselves appear larger than 

they really are (Navarro, 2008, p. 124). People who perform this gesture consider 

themselves to be in a dominant position either physically or mentally. In the mental case, 

the gesturer thinks they know more than the person with whom they are interacting 

(Pease & Pease, 2004, p. 244). This gesture is performed primarily by men.  

When this gesture is observed, it should be noted that the other person may be 

feeling excessively confident and consider him or herself to be in a dominant position. 

The other person may think they know more or be better than the person they are 

interacting with (Pease & Pease, 2004, p. 246). Observers of this gesture should be weary 

and recognize that the gesturer may be excessively confident and consider the person 

they are interacting with as inferior.  

While it is not advantageous for a woman to mirror this gesture, another man can 

neutralize this gesture by mirroring it. Both men and woman can neutralize this gesture 

by giving the person something to read, leaning forward themselves, preparing to stand 

up as if to leave, or acting disinterested in another way. The latter tends to humble the 

gesturer to the point that equalizes the interaction. In some cases it may be beneficial to 

permit this gesture like when interviewing or working with a subject matter expert. In this 

case, not trying to neutralize the gesture may prove beneficial considering the wealth of 

information that is received. 

ARM SPREADING 

Arm spreading is when a person starts widening their arms further and further as 

they speak, specifically with their palms pointing downward (Navarro, 2008, p. 125). 

Again, the root of this pose is that it makes the person take up more space and appear 
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larger than they actually are. This gesture is commonly used with downward facing 

palms. The arm spread gesture can often be observed when people are at a podium, 

counter, or table. They will tap their hands on the surface while continually moving them 

farther and farther apart. A person without a surface may still perform this gesture as if an 

imaginary one existed. 

HANDS PLACED ON HIPS 

Placing the hands or fists on the hips with the elbows pointed outwards in a V 

shape is referred to as arms akimbo (Navarro, 2008, p. 120). This gesture makes the other 

person appear larger than they are and exposes their chest which conveys a fearless 

attitude (Goman, 2008, p. 34). When this gesture is observed, the other person may be 

trying to convey authority, dominance, or intimidation. 

HAND SHAKING 

People trying to communicate dominance may twist their wrist inward when 

shaking hands to place their hand over the other persons (Pease & Pease, 2004, p. 43). To 

neutralize this, the other person can turn their wrist back upright. To facilitate this, a 

person can always engage handshakes with their left foot forward. Then, if the other 

person tries to twist their wrist downward, they can take a step forward with their right 

foot. This position will give them better leverage to turn their wrist back upright while at 

the same time invade the other person’s space which can communicate dominance in 

return (Pease & Pease, 2004, p. 47). 
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Chapter 9:  Detecting Dishonesty 

Recognizing when someone is lying can is beneficial. There are many business 

activities where people become unethical in order to accomplish their goal. The 

possibility always exists that the information being presented is not truthful such as when 

a sales person asserts the price given is their lowest price. It is also beneficial to 

recognize when people are withholding information. Although there is no perfect way of 

telling when people are being dishonest, there are some gestures that a skilled nonverbal 

communicator can help. 

CAVEAT 

Although there are cues that suggest a person is being dishonest or withholding 

information, relying solely on nonverbal communication to identify dishonesty is 

extremely difficult. Studies suggest that using nonverbal communication alone to detect 

dishonesty has an average success rate of 57% (Burgoon, et al., 1996, p. 442). This 

means the probability of successfully identifying dishonesty using nonverbal 

communication alone is not much better than the probability of successfully identifying 

dishonesty by guessing. 

When trying to determine if someone is being dishonest, the primary focus should 

be on what they are saying (Burgoon, et al., 1996, p. 448). The second focus should be on 

the person’s non-facial body parts. This is because people are most aware of what their 

face is presenting and exert most of their effort to hide their dishonesty by controlling 

their facial expressions. Similarly, people are not as capable or as skilled at controlling 

their non-facial body parts and as a result non-facial body parts tend to more easily leak 

messages the person is trying to conceal. To maximize the probability of identifying 

dishonesty listen carefully to what the other person is saying while observing their non-
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facial body parts. To properly do this, it is beneficial to sit in a position where the other 

person’s entire body can be easily viewed. 

LIP PRESS 

By the time people reach adulthood, they are good at knowing when they should 

say something and when they should not. For example, they tend not to speak if what 

they say will make them appear unfavorable. They may completely disagree with what is 

being said, but lead others to believe they agree with it for the purpose of fitting in. 

Nonverbal communication can be used to recognize when people have something to say, 

but they are not saying it. Under these conditions, these people will tend to make a 

gesture that demonstrates their physical withholding of the information. One example of 

this is when they press their lips tightly together (Navarro, 2008, p. 188). Another is 

when they cover their mouth with their hands or fingers.  

This gesture can be observed in meetings that involve high level managers. After 

the manager has finished they will ask if anyone has any questions. It is likely that some 

people will shake their head no, while at the same time pressing their lips tightly together 

or covering their mouth. It can be assumed that they have something to say, they just 

know that saying it involves some risk and are therefore making an effort to contain what 

they are thinking. 

DISCOMFORT 

When people are telling a lie, they consciously know it and as a result they are 

likely to feel uncomfortable. As a result they are likely to try to alleviate the discomfort 

by either trying to block it from their consciousness or perform one of the self pacifying 

gestures (Navarro, 2008, p. 213). Their limbic system knows that the information they are 

presenting is not accurate and as a result causes the deceiver discomfort. This 
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phenomenon may explain why there is a higher probability of successfully identifying 

dishonesty when the entire body of the other person is in view and why experienced 

interviewers seat the interviewee in a position where their entire body can be observed. 

Deceivers may also try to block a lie from their consciousness by covering their eyes, 

ears, or mouth as they tell the lie (Pease & Pease, 2004, p. 142). A good way to 

remember this is to visualize the three monkeys symbolizing “hear no evil, see no evil, 

and speak no evil.” Of course most adults do not actually perform these gestures as 

blatantly as the monkeys do because they have learned to control these involuntary 

behaviors to some extent. While children are likely to explicitly raise their hand to their 

mouth, eyes, or ears while telling a lie, adults may initiate this gesture and redirect it mid 

process. For example, an adult may begin to reach for their mouth when telling a lie but 

scratch their cheek instead. 

NOSE RUB 

In the story of Pinocchio, a little puppet turned boy has a nose that grows every 

time he tells a lie. There is actually a thread of technical truth to this story. Scientists have 

found that when a person lies, they release the chemical catecholamine which causes the 

tissues in the nose to expand (Pease & Pease, 2004, p. 150). This and the fact that a lying 

person’s blood pressure increases, causes an expansion in the person’s nose. Although it 

cannot be seen, the effect is likely to produce a tingling effect in the nose of the person 

telling the lie which is likely to result in them rubbing their nose. As a result, one method 

of detecting when someone else is being dishonest can be the observation of excessive 

nose rubbing. 
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SYNCHRONY 

When people naturally communicate, their verbal and nonverbal communications 

tend to be rhythmically coordinated (Knapp & Hall, 1992, p. 208). When people are 

being dishonest their verbal and nonverbal communication will tend to become less 

coordinated (Navarro, 2008, p. 223). This means their verbal communication is 

conveying one message, while their nonverbal communication is conveying a different 

one. When this phenomenon is observed, there is a probability that the person speaking is 

not being honest. In these cases, the observer should always trust the nonverbal 

communication over the verbal communication. As mentioned earlier, most adults will do 

this automatically. People who are veteran liars may be aware of this fact and work hard 

to ensure that their two forms of communication are in sync. Again, their primary efforts 

will be to keep their facial expressions in sync with their verbal messages, but they may 

try to control their non-facial body parts as well. Because this is a concerted effort, subtle 

delays in the synchrony of their verbal and nonverbal communication still often exist. 

A great example of non synchronous behavior and of the inadvertent message 

leaking is when President Clinton claimed he did not have a romantic relationship with 

his intern. Clinton, like most politicians, is a master of nonverbal communication, but his 

verbal and nonverbal communications were not in sync when he made his claim. While 

he said no, he shook his head yes. While he pointed in one direction he looked in another 

(Millar, 2009). As his body language indicated, Clinton was later discovered of being 

dishonest about the nature of the relationship. 
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Chapter 10:  Summary 

 Communication is an important aspect of business. How well a person 

communicates can be a factor of their success. If they communicate well, others will 

enjoy working with them and they will likely excel and have more influence in their 

organization. People receive training on the subject of spoken and written 

communication, but most people do not receive formal training on nonverbal 

communication. Instead, the nonverbal communication skills that most people possess are 

limited to what they may have learned as a child. 

Since all people observe other people’s nonverbal communication, it is important 

for people to ensure their nonverbal communication is conveying the message they 

intend. To establish valuable contacts, it important for them to be able to establish rapport 

with people they meet. To appear more confident it is important that their nonverbal 

communication portrays this. People will naturally tend to rely on nonverbal 

communication over verbal communication. 

It is also valuable for people to receive the nonverbal messages other people are 

conveying such as insincerity, dominance, confidence, discomfort, and dishonesty. By 

incorporating nonverbal communication skills, business people will be able to more 

effectively establish, maintain, and persuade in their business relationships.
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