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Introduction



Actions speak louder than words: a thoughtful nod, a telling sigh, a studied gaze, a knowing smile, crossed arms, even the way you touch your nose; these are just a few of the hundreds of clues your body language gives away all the time, and yet you may not even be aware that it is happening.


We take body language for granted because most of the time we are not conscious of it. Yet we use it to convey all kinds of messages and meanings – to emphasize, inform, suggest and even manipulate. Some of us are better at ‘reading’ it than others. That’s because the more aware you are of how the body ‘talks’, the less you need to say and the more quickly you identify people’s intentions, motives and attitudes.


We call this managing without words. As a manager, understanding body language helps you to communicate more effectively and to defuse conflict by enabling you to look beyond what people say to what they really mean. It’s only when we look more closely that we begin to reveal things about ourselves and others that are so easily missed in the course of our busy working lives.


Much research carried out over the past few decades – in strangely named disciplines like paralinguistics, proxemics, chronemics, kinesics and neuro-linguistic programming – have helped to revolutionize our understanding of non-verbal communication. Rather like looking at the stars through a telescope for the first time, the research has revealed things we missed with the naked eye – adding definition and meaning to what we previously took for granted.


When applied to management, the ability to understand people’s body language makes you not only a better active listener but also a more effective communicator and leader. Successful management depends upon positive leadership. Without it you have little more than the exercise of power.


People get where they are because they adopt different strategies for increasing their authority over others. Some are coercive, others manipulative, but such uses of power can be self-defeating as they destroy motivation and loyalty. It is those who maintain the right balance between assertiveness and self-awareness who climb the ladder to success.


Ultimately, success is as much about being seen to do your job well as actually doing it well. It’s a simple fact of life that conveying the right impression can make up for deficiencies in knowledge and skills. Many talented managers fail to gain promotion because they make the mistake of thinking that success is judged on the basis of what they do well, rather than the impression they create in doing it.


Simply being aware of how people function isn’t the same as demonstrating your willingness to listen or to connect with their needs. This book will show you how to understand body language as a first step towards being a better communicator. Applying these skills effectively will make you a more confident, self-assured and respected manager of people.


Geoff Ribbens and Richard Thompson
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Being a success in management isn’t about winning or losing. It’s about how you interact with others and gain their respect. Personal authority is built on trust, not fear, and the best managers are those who listen, not those who dictate or bully. Understanding body language enables us to ‘tune into’ the thoughts and feelings of colleagues, making them – and us – better at our jobs. By improving our communication skills we encourage others to perform at a higher level.


Language doesn’t have to be in the form of words to make a point or grasp someone’s meaning. The body ‘talks’ without the need for words through giveaway signs and signals that add emphasis, suggest feelings and convey opinion – just like punctuation on a page. It’s when we miss these unspoken clues that we are open to deception. Learning to read the signs is like detective work: the better you are at it, the quicker you get to the truth.


Today you’ll learn that body language skills aren’t rocket science but a combination of common sense, accurate observation, intuition, reflection and application – adding meaning to what we previously took for granted. Once you have them, you’ll never look back.


Body talk


It may surprise you to learn that less than 10 per cent of the meaning of what we communicate face to face is in the form of words. Although it is hard to believe, according to the findings of research into body language, tone of voice accounts for nearly 40 per cent of our meaning, and posture and gesture 50 per cent.


The point is that language is concerned with the expression of thoughts, ideas and feelings and its function is to enable communication to take place. It doesn’t have to be in the form of words providing that we understand the message and grasp the meaning of what is being conveyed.


Body language does precisely this. By means of non-verbal communication we can convey what we think, how we feel and what we want through physical posture, gestures, facial expression, tone and strength of voice, even non-verbal sounds like grunts and sighs. Because we subconsciously use this language in our dealings with others, we tend to take it for granted.


Let us imagine communication without body language. When we write, we use commas, full stops, exclamation marks and question marks to show where pauses in speech occur and to indicate the tone of voice. If we write with no punctuation, it is the same as talking without body language. The whole meaning and emphasis of what we are conveying are lost, as the following example shows.
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Just as different punctuation can give the same set of words completely different meanings, so changes in our body language will affect the meaning of the overall message we convey. Our tone of voice, posture and gesture can give our message a completely different meaning from the actual words, often without us realizing it.
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Unconscious mimicry


As work on body language progressed, it became clear that people tend to copy each other’s behaviour and posture without realizing it. Sometimes this is to their advantage, sometimes to their distinct disadvantage.






	
The power of punctuation


Dear John I want a man who knows what love is all about you are generous kind thoughtful people who are not like you admit to being useless and inferior you have ruined me for other men I yearn for you I have no feelings whatsoever when we’re apart I can be forever happy will you let me be yours Gloria





	
If we now add punctuation, we can make the statement meaningful; however, the meaning all depends on where you pause and where you add emphasis.



Dear John,




	
I want a man who knows what love is all about. You are generous, kind, thoughtful. People who are not like you admit to being useless and inferior. You have ruined me for other men. I yearn for you. I have no feelings whatsoever when we’re apart. I can be forever happy. Will you let me be yours?


Gloria


On the other hand, if the emphasis is different, we have:



Dear John,




	
I want a man who knows what love is. All about you are generous, kind, thoughtful people, who are not like you. Admit to being useless and inferior. You have ruined me. For other men, I yearn. For you, I have no feelings whatsoever. When we’re apart, I can be forever happy. Will you let me be?


Yours, Gloria







 


Mimicry is, in fact, an indirect way of confirming one’s common ground with the person you are assessing or aiming to convince. In a sales situation, being aware of the customer’s body language and reflecting it in your own can be positively advantageous, providing that you don’t go over the top.






	Posture congruence







	In the interview situation, it was observed that interviewees responded more positively to questions when interviewers practised posture congruence. This is where body position and movement are in harmony between speaker and listener, suggesting that they are getting on with each other.
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Posture congruence


Further refinement of ideas such as these has helped to identify a whole range of attitudes and feelings associated with posture. Determination, attentiveness, curiosity, puzzlement, aloofness, indifference, rejection and self-satisfaction are just some of the more obvious. Even psychiatrists have recognized that they can use their patients’ gestures and body postures to distinguish ‘genuine’ feelings and ‘real’ concerns from false ones.


Low profile, high gain


It may seem surprising, but sales staff who deliberately avoid the appearance of being dominant players tend to get the best results.


A successful sales pitch depends on appearing calm, giving the customer space, using open, friendly gestures and maintaining a low profile. Those who appear too defensive, pushy or aloof – particularly on the customer’s territory – rarely get a look in.


Research into body language has shown that effective management relies on more than just words. We would probably just send notes to each other otherwise. As most of us know, face-to-face interaction is often the critical factor in concluding a successful business deal, and it is central to creating the right kind of rapport in which key decisions are made.






	What body language can tell you







	The face-to-face interview is still the best way of judging someone’s qualities. This is because observing body language tells you the things that people cannot, will not or do not wish to say in words. You will be able to gauge an individual’s experience and qualifications from a CV, but you will sum up his or her potential, honesty, confidence and abilities through face-to-face contact.








Intuition


There are, however, certain traps in interpreting another person’s body language. Relying purely on ‘intuition’ is not enough. You may ‘have a feeling about someone’ but just can’t put your finger on what it is.


In the selection interview, for example, we often hear people say, ‘I felt there was something odd about him’, or ‘I should have trusted my intuition.’ The trouble with this is that we can’t always be sure whether we have solid grounds for judging someone, or whether our judgements reflect personal prejudices.


You need to be cautious about interpreting non-verbal signals. Think of them as offering clues to someone’s character. After all, posture, gesture and intonation are subtle and do not constitute evidence or proof of how a person thinks or feels. In any case, it is rarely one gesture or posture but more often a combination of body signals that convey the clues. It is also important to put the signals in context: for instance, people may fold their arms because they are more comfortable like that, not because they are being defensive. The point here is that you need to consider the relevance of the action to the situation in hand.


Seeing is believing


Giving presentations certainly benefits from visual aids, but a presentation can flop if the presenter fails to connect with the audience. This often happens when the person concerned forgets that they are actually the most important visual aid on the stage.


Good presenters need only two things apart from an audience: to be seen and to be heard. The more assured the performance, the more rounded the impression given. You often hear people saying that they are scared of standing up in front of their colleagues and having to talk. But what they don’t realize is that their audience wants them to succeed. You are at your least convincing if you treat them like the enemy.


Try a little reverse psychology: instead of fearing their disapproval, enjoy the attention they are giving you. This will enable you to:




	believe in yourself


	establish a rapport with the audience


	communicate your motives and aims effectively.
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The most important visual aid is you


Body words


Sometimes, the expressions that people use – the words they actually speak – offer an indication of the link between body language and states of mind.


For example, when someone is relaxed and comfortable with themselves, we say they are ‘laid back’, and when they are depressed they appear ‘down in the mouth’. You get ‘jumpy’ when you are nervous and ‘spit venom’ when you are really angry. You have a ‘glint in your eye’ when something’s going well, and you metaphorically ‘pin someone down’ or ‘put them on the spot’ when you aim to get answers.


We use ‘body words’ like this in our speech all the time without even realizing it.


Despite the regularity with which we use such expressions, we are rarely aware of the connections between what’s on our mind and how we behave. By becoming more aware of them we can use such knowledge to our advantage.
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For a glossary of body language terms, see the end of the book. Why not test yourself by thinking of terms that you feel reflect states of mind?
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The voice


The volume, tone, pitch, speed and fluency of our voice are also part of body language. We vary the way we use our voice in several ways.



[image: image] To add emphasis



This is when we increase the volume and rate of speech, or place stress on certain words and phrases.



[image: image] To convey emotion




Sadness is characterized by low volume, solemn tone, a deeper voice quality than normal, slower speech and uniform stress upon the words. Happiness is characterized by higher volume, sharper tones, stress on key words and phrases, faster speech and a more breathless voice quality.
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We do this by means of head nods, gestures, changes of pitch and breaking eye contact.



[image: image] To indicate nervousness or deception



We do this through speech errors such as mispronunciations, unfinished sentences, coughs, omissions, stuttering or stammering (where these are not our normal way of speaking).


Look into my eyes



Eye contact is a fundamental part of getting on with people and gaining their trust. It regulates the flow of communication. When it is lacking, it’s easy for misunderstandings to take place. There’s nothing worse than making an effort to communicate when those you’re addressing can’t be bothered to look at you or stare at the wall behind your head.


We make eye contact when we are:




	showing interest


	displaying recognition


	inviting attention


	reinforcing speech


	revealing preferences.





The casual glance indicates awareness without sustained interest, whereas the gaze conveys genuine interest or intent. Unlike both of these, the stare can be intrusive and result in eye contact being broken off. Holding a look for a few seconds indicates our awareness of what is being said and a readiness to communicate further.


Waiters in restaurants often use a technique of avoiding eye contact with their customers until it suits them to look at you, thereby giving the clear message: ‘I’m too busy to deal with you at the moment.’ When they finally do look at you directly, you know that you are about to be attended to.


Studies have found that we maintain eye contact with people 40 per cent of the time when we are talking to them but for 75 per cent of the time when they are talking to us. As listeners, it is important for us to show that we are being attentive to what is being said. Another reason for maintaining eye contact is to determine the sincerity of the speaker. We sum up how we feel about them by observing the clues they offer about themselves.
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‘Too busy to deal with you…’


One of the first things that managers are told when giving presentations is to maintain eye contact with the audience and not to let their eyes wander. Communicators who stick to this simple rule are likely to be seen as more persuasive, truthful, sincere, credible, skilled, informed, experienced, honest and friendly.


The mark of the confident presenter is to maintain eye contact in a random fashion, thereby keeping the audience on its toes. Beware the pitfalls of looking at those you like, or focusing on a friendly face, as this tends to distract you, with the result that you lose the attention of your audience.
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However unjust it may seem, the confident manager with little knowledge can often outperform the shy but well-informed manager who fails to observe the eye contact rule.
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The mind’s eye
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