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  Categorizing Nonverbal Cues 

 We group nonverbal cues into the following categories to facilitate discussion and 
analysis of them. 

  Facial Cues 
 The face is the primary broadcaster of emotional state. 
Facial expressions reveal how we feel and whom we care 
about. Our face lets others know if we are attracted to 
them or interested in what they say.     

  Eye Cues 
 Eyes talk. Gaze direction communicates. Making eye 
contact opens a communication channel; avoiding 
making eye contact shuts the channel down if it was 
opened or keeps the channel closed. Pupil dilation and 
contraction reveal even more about our thoughts  – 
pupils dilate when we take an interest in something and 
contract when we are turned off .     

  Body Cues 
 Your gestures, posture, gait, and bodily appearance 
communicate information about you to others. For 
example, whether you are feeling uptight or relaxed, or 
eager or hesitant, is revealed by your movements. Others 
also form judgments of you based on your build, the 
color of your skin, and hair color and style.     

  Touch Cues 
 Haptics is the study of the meanings communicated by 
tactile communication. The presence or absence of touch 
announces your feelings towards yourself and others, 
including how interested you are. Touch can be used 
appropriately or inappropriately. It can be embracing or 
off ensive, relationship-building or upsetting.     

  Artifactual and Clothing Cues 
 What you wear; adornments on your body or in your 
hair; whether you have a tattoo or body piercing; favored 
design elements, including the colors you use in your 
home and how you furnish a room, announce to others 
how you feel about yourself and your surroundings. All 
communicate a message about you.     
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  Spatial Cues 
 Proxemics is the study of the messages communicated 
by space and distance. The physical context and its 
architecture, together with a room’s furniture and seating 
arrangements, infl uence interaction. We are territorial – 
creating a personal comfort zone  – and using diff erent 
means to stake out and protect our territory.     

  Vocal Cues and Silence 
 Both the sound of speech and its absence – silence – communicate. 
Vocal characteristics  – variations in pitch, volume, rate, as well as 
hesitations, pauses, and silence – help qualify spoken messages.     

  Time Cues 
 Chronemics, the study of messages communicated by 
time, tells us much about us and our culture, including 
what we value and how important being punctual 
is to us.     

  Smell and Taste Cues 
 Olfactics, the study of messages communicated by fragrances and 
scents, reveals our reaction to and thoughts about diff erent odors. 
Together with fl avor they reveal what makes us feel comfortable or 
uneasy.    

 Each one of the preceding categories is a key ingredient in nonverbal communi-
cation, operational in every context we will explore. In order to lay a foundation for 
investigating the spectrum of nonverbal cues that are at work in the varied contexts 
of our lives, we will explore each of them individually in succeeding chapters.    

  EXPLAINING NONVERBAL FUNCTIONS 

 Nonverbal messages fulfi ll four functions:  (1)  they substitute for verbal messages, 
(2) they emphasize words spoken, (3) they contradict or negate verbal messages, and 
(4) they regulate or control verbal interaction.  6   Each of these functions, in addition 
to clarifying the content of what is spoken, also helps in conveying information about 
the relationship level of human interaction. 
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  Substituting 

 A nonverbal message can substitute for or replace a verbal one. 
Imagine this: your signifi cant other is in surgery; it is a serious 
medical procedure. You sit in the waiting room awaiting the 
doctor’s report of how the operation went. The physician enters, 
fl ashes a big smile and a thumbs-up gesture. No words were 
necessary. The physician’s demeanor indicated that the procedure 
went well.     

  Emphasizing 

 A nonverbal message can emphasize or accent a verbal message by 
adding redundancy to the words said aloud. When a love interest 
approaches, as you say “Hi. I’m so happy to see you” you also smile 
as your eyes widen with happiness and you embrace. Your nonverbal 
cues strengthened your words. The nonverbal message and your 
words complemented one another.  

  Contradicting 

 The nonverbal cues you emit can reveal a lack of sincerity in your words. You pull 
your signifi cant other towards you, as you say “I never want to see you again.” Or, 
you say to someone you intensely dislike “I’m really happy you’re here,” as you walk 
away, distancing yourself from her or him. Which message will the other person 
respond to? When we receive a double or mixed message, one in which the verbal 
and nonverbal messages contradict or confl ict with one another, most of us tend to 
interpret the nonverbal message as the more truthful.     

  Regulating 

 Nonverbal messages help regulate verbal 
interaction by indicating when to speak 
and when to listen. Head nods, eye 
gazes, and pauses are just some of the 
cues used to control and manage the 
back-and-forth fl ow of communication. 
Conversation narcissists, individuals who 
monopolize talk, either are not good 
at picking up regulation cues or have 
decided purposefully to ignore them  – 
sometimes because they simply love to 
listen to themselves.      
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  WHY THE NONVERBAL DIMENSION MATTERS 

 “It’s not what you say, but how you say it.” “Actions speak louder then words.” “What 
you do speaks so loud, I can’t hear a word you say.” “Don’t tell me. Show me.” Each of 
these familiar maxims spouts a truth about the nonverbal dimension – we often place 
more signifi cance on nonverbal cues than on words, making the nonverbal dimension 
of a message its most important part. Thus, being able to use and decipher nonverbal 
cues eff ectively in everyday life is essential for success in virtually every life context. 
How prepared are you at expressing and interpreting nonverbal cues? 

   NONVERBAL INVESTIGATION: Developing Self-Insight  

 A little more than a decade ago, nonverbal communication researchers Janella 
Rosip and Judith Hall developed the Test of Nonverbal Cue Knowledge.  7   How well 
you do on the test is predictive of your competence at reading nonverbal cues. If 
you had to imagine getting a grade for your current nonverbal skills, what grade 
would you predict for yourself? 

 The following questions are adapted from the test. For each question asked, 
indicate whether you think the statement is true or false: 

  1.     Widening your eyelids when speaking emphasizes your words.  
  2.     With a high degree of accuracy, most of us are able to recognize a speaker’s 

identity without seeing him or her.  
  3.     We are likely to keep greater interaction distance with someone with whom 

we are unfamiliar than with someone whom we know.  
  4.     The size of one’s pupils infl uences interpersonal attraction.  
  5.     Nodding your head rapidly signals the desire for the speaker to fi nish 

quickly.  
  6.     We touch ourselves more when telling the truth than we do when lying.  
  7.     Blinking suggests physiological arousal.  
  8.     Men, more than women, pay attention to nonverbal cues they can see when 

compared with those conveyed by the voice.  
  9.     Where you sit in class does not infl uence your participation.  
  10.     Most observers can tell whether another person’s facial expressions are 

genuine or forced.  
  11.     When we become socially anxious, we tend to gaze more at the other person 

during interaction.  
  12.     When feeling stressed, we lower our pitch.  
  13.     When we become angry, speech rate slows.  
  14.     A person’s eyes reveal amusement or enjoyment.  
  15.     It is possible to estimate another person’s age based on the sound of the 

person’s voice.  
  16.     Men are better than women at reading facial cues.  
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  17.     When angry, most people don’t lower their brows.  
  18.     Interpersonal attraction is not correlated with how close we stand to one 

another.  
  19.     Persons who dominate in conversations gaze more when speaking than 

when listening compared with persons who are less dominant.  
  20.     We are likely to approach high-and-low-status others more closely than we 

approach those whose status we perceive to be equal to our own.    

 Award yourself 5 points for every correct answer. The answers to the test can 
be found on pages 16 and 17. Were the grade expectations you had for yourself 
confi rmed? Which answers to specifi c questions surprised you? 
 However you performed on this test, there is still much to learn.  

 We tend to be less aware of our nonverbal communication when compared to our 
awareness of verbal communication. We undergo formal training from elementary 
school on in how carefully to compose and then refl ect on words written or spoken. 
When it comes to nonverbal communication, however, it is rare for someone to tell 
us how to express anger (unless we are told to take a class in anger management), or 
how to act when we are happy. The lessons we receive in nonverbal communication 
are much less formal. With experience, some of us pick these lessons up, and some 
of us don’t. The point is, however, that we can all do better – and should aim to 
do better for professional as well as personal reasons. Nonverbal expertise is benefi -
cial not only in your relationships, it is benefi cial to your career whether you are a 
psychologist; an offi  cer of the law; in human resources; or in homeland security, or 
hotel and restaurant management – or, in fact, in virtually any career sphere where 
enhancing your understanding of people is helpful. 

 Persons skillful in sending and receiving nonverbal cues tend to attain greater 
interpersonal and professional success than do those in whom such skills are defi -
cient. Who wouldn’t want to improve their ability to use and read nonverbal mes-
sages eff ectively? After all, fi rst impressions are often conveyed nonverbally, as are the 
inferences we make about one another during interaction. And we want the fi rst 
impression we make to be a good one, and we want the inferences we draw to have 
a high degree of probability of being correct. To realize each of these goals, we need 
to be able to judge who is credible, and we need to be able to get an accurate read 
of someone’s emotional state. That means we need to pay attention to nonverbal 
behavior, or we will miss much of what is being communicated. 

 Nonverbal messages help us to present ourselves to others. They also help us to 
identify one another. By using the cues available to us, we can better control our 
interactions and the nature of our relationships. Besides letting others know how we 
feel, we use nonverbal cues to send specifi c information to other people. And based 
on our read of others’ nonverbal cues, we attempt to identify their emotions and 
attitudes as well as determine whether they are telling us the truth.  
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  NONVERBAL COMMUNICATION: FACT AND FICTION 

 Want to use nonverbal communication to read minds? Want to be 100  percent 
accurate in predicting who is a liar? Want to travel the world with what you picked 
up about nonverbal communication from watching others in your hometown? Well, 
that’s just fi ction! Here are the facts. 

  FACT. Becoming a nonverbal specialist will not turn you into a mind reader. 

 While neuroscientists may take an MRI of your brain and determine which of 
its diff erent parts are activated by diff erent thoughts, you are not able to tell what 
another person is thinking simply by observing their behavior. On the other hand, if 
you become skilled in reading facial expressions, it is likely that you will be able to 
identify the emotion a person is feeling.  

  FACT. The likelihood that you will be able to predict when someone is lying is 
no greater than chance – you will be right 50 percent of the time. 

 Studies have shown it is diffi  cult to identify when someone with whom you are close 
is lying to you. Like the actor, they have trained themselves to deceive you.  8    

  FACT. Not all nonverbal messages have the same meanings across 
cultures or borders. 

 While some emotions such as happiness and sadness may be expressed similarly in 
diff erent cultures, many nonverbal cues will be given diff erent interpretations by 
persons from diff erent cultures.  

  FACT. Nonverbal communication is learned. 

 Much of what we know about nonverbal communication, we pick up from watching 
and imitating others. We learn to use nonverbal cues much like we learn to speak 
words. We follow the rules. And when we break the rules, there can be consequences, 
and we can be misunderstood by others or misunderstand others. 

 “Hmm,” you say. “If I’m not going to be able to read a person like a book, why 
should I  bother becoming a nonverbal specialist?” The answer is that mastering 
nonverbal communication has its benefi ts. Besides increasing your understanding 
of others, it gives you the tools needed to reinforce the verbal messages you send, 
making you better at conveying information and persuading others. You also can use 
what you learn to enhance your self-presentation skills, increasing your likeability and 
popularity – and that’s not just in your personal relationships, but in your professional 
relationships as well. 

 Of course, you can use the skills you learn, like all knowledge, for good or 
ill-conceived purposes. For example, becoming an expert at managing the impres-
sions you make can help you dupe others into believing things about you and your 
message that may be untruthful. But we can lie with words too, can’t we? On the 
other hand, the cues others reveal to you also help determine your fi rst impressions 
of them. Thus, learning how to use and interpret nonverbal messages can allow you 
better to express yourself and your emotions while also ensuring that the messages 
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you send are not confusing or distracting to others. The cues you receive similarly 
infl uence whether your judgments of those sending them will be positive or negative. 
Understanding nonverbal communication can benefi t sender and receiver alike; it all 
depends on the skills that each brings to the table. 

   NONVERBAL INVESTIGATION: Follow-Up  

 Select a topic or concept discussed in this chapter that you would like to inves-
tigate further. 

 Identify and read a research article that is related to your selected topic or 
concept. Summarize the article, being certain to identify specifi c information 
that adds to our knowledge of the topic/concept. Also discuss the signifi cance 
of this information, particularly its relevance for us. 

 Provide an example from your own life or the media that explains the impact 
of your chosen topic/concept on person-to-person interaction. 

 Locate a photograph or video, perhaps on YouTube, that illustrates the topic/
concept in action. 

 Provide examples of how being knowledgeable about the topic or concept 
will enhance your nonverbal skillfulness. 

 Compare and contrast US practices relevant to the topic/concept with the 
practices of another culture.    

  ANSWERS TO QUIZ: Developing Self-Insight  

  1.     Widening your eyelids when speaking emphasizes your words. T  
  2.     With a high degree of accuracy, most of us are able to recognize a 

speaker’s identity without seeing him or her. T  
  3.     We are likely to keep greater interaction distance with someone 

with whom we are unfamiliar than with someone whom we know. T  
  4.     The size of one’s pupils infl uences interpersonal attraction. T  
  5.     Nodding your head rapidly signals the desire for the speaker to 

fi nish quickly. T  
  6.     We touch ourselves more when telling the truth than we do 

when lying. F  
  7.     Blinking suggests physiological arousal. T  
  8.     Men, more than women, pay attention to nonverbal cues they 

can see when compared with those conveyed by the voice. F  
  9.     Where you sit in class does not infl uence your participation. F  

  10.     Most observers can tell whether another person’s facial expressions 
are genuine or forced. T  
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  11.     When we become socially anxious, we tend to gaze more at the 
other person during interaction. F  

  12.     When feeling stressed, we lower our pitch. F  
  13.     When we become angry, speech rate slows. F  
  14.     A person’s eyes reveal amusement or enjoyment. T  
  15.     It is possible to estimate another person’s age based on the sound 

of the person’s voice. T  
  16.     Men are better than women at reading facial cues. F  
  17.     When angry, most people don’t lower their brows. F  
  18.     Interpersonal attraction is not correlated with how close we stand 

to one another. F  
  19.     Persons who dominate in conversations gaze more when speaking 

than when listening when compared with persons who are less dominant. T  
  20.     We are likely to approach high-and-low-status others more closely 

than we approach those whose status we perceive to be equal to our own. F     
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