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Diana Mather trained as an actress, where she learned that body language and mannerisms are fundamental to building believable characters. Her subsequent career as a BBC television presenter found her reading body language closely in her role as an interviewer. After leaving the BBC in the 1990s, she formed Public Image to provide training in public speaking, media training, international business etiquette, social skills (where body language plays a crucial part) and modern manners to professional and businesspeople. Public Image now has offices in Angola, Kenya, Mauritius and Uganda, as well as working partnerships in Chile, China, Ghana, Nigeria, Russia and Tanzania. Working with people from different cultures requires excellent communication skills, including the ability to decipher the many aspects of body language. She speaks at seminars worldwide and is a regular contributor to British and American media discussions about these skills.
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Introduction


This book is written from a practical rather than an academic point of view and is intended to be helpful whether you are studying body language for business or social purposes. It looks at reading and using body language in a variety of different situations and aims to be a comprehensive guide to making the most of social and corporate occasions.


Body language matters. Understanding the body language of your partner or children can create harmony in personal relationships. Being able to evaluate body language also helps when on a date; the body language of each sex can be quite different and is therefore easily misconstrued. In an employment context, body language can make a significant difference to your chances of getting a job or promotion. The way we stand and walk has a direct influence on how we are perceived, so that all-important first impression is formed as soon as we enter the interview room. Networking is part of business life these days, so being able to read the body language of people you have never met enables you to know how to start a conversation and join a group of people who are ready to welcome you, rather than interrupting an earnest conversation.


I travel frequently and have spent many hours people-watching. It is fascinating to watch couples out for dinner and assess the stage and depth of their relationship! When travelling abroad, knowing the acceptable body language of a country can help you enjoy a holiday or win a lucrative business contract. If you have to appear on the broadcast media, knowing how you come across to a journalist or on camera can help you make the most of interviews.


Getting to know your body is vital if you are to use body language effectively. The way you walk, stand and sit says a lot about you before you have spoken a word, so I will be giving tips and advice to help you make the most of your posture. One thing that is often neglected in body language books is the voice. It is a key part of how we come across to others, having a significant impact on how we are perceived, in particular if our first encounter with someone is over the phone. I have given special attention to this vital part of body language; for me, having trained as an actress, the voice is one of the most powerful tools you possess. This is especially true when public speaking. Many books have been written on that subject, but I have tried to bring together the spoken and visual aspects of body language in this context. It is so very important to use the voice and the body well to make our message hit home – we don’t get a second chance to make a positive first impression!


Diana Mather


Cheshire 2012
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Body language – what is it?






	
In this chapter you will learn:



•  why body language is important




•  how to read non-verbal communication




•  what ‘inborn actions’ are




•  what ‘absorbed actions’ are.
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1  What is body language?


2  What are the two things we notice first about others?


3  How do you promote positive body language?


4  Are clothes a part of body language?


5  Why is diet important?


6  What has fitness to do with body language?


7  What are inborn actions?


8  What are absorbed actions?


9  Why is eye contact important?


10 Are most people aware of body language?


Answers are at the end of this chapter.
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Why it is important


Why is body language important? It is important because it encompasses many different things.





•  posture





•  gestures





•  voice





•  clothes.




These all go towards creating what is called ‘body language’, a language that transmits conscious and subconscious signals and messages in your dealings with others that is unique to you. I am sure you are usually aware of the conscious messages you send but often unaware of the unconscious signals you convey. This book will teach your to understand what it is your body is saying and how to transmit those messages in the way you want them to be received. There is no point in stating something vocally if your body is saying something else.



[image: image] Key idea


‘Always be a first-rate version of you, rather than a second-rate version of someone else.’


Judy Garland
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Think of your body as your shop window – it has got to be spotless and polished! Seriously, if a shop window looks dusty, lacklustre and out of date it will not attract customers. It is the same with your body.


Clean, healthy skin, shining hair and bright eyes present an appealing picture and therefore help you promote yourself, whether it is in the social or business arena. The better you feel, the more you will be at ease and therefore the more you can control your body language. Positive body language must come from the head and the heart to be sincere, but knowing the negative signals means you can eliminate them. Too much alcohol and not enough sleep has a detrimental effect on body language as tiredness and fatigue means that people tend to yawn, they don’t concentrate properly and their posture is poor. A bad diet has a negative effect on your body, as does any sort of addiction; smoking, for example, will show negative body language when another nicotine hit is required. To look good, feel good and make the best of your body you need to eat foods that are going to help replenish cells quickly, give you energy and, more importantly, give you pleasure too. You are what you eat!



[image: image] Try it now



✽  Eat at least three portions of cooked or raw vegetables every day.



✽  If you have to snack, try nuts or dried fruit.



✽  Eat slowly and chew the food properly.
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✽  Fatty meals, fizzy drinks, sweets, biscuits and too much white bread are detrimental to good health.



✽  If you are a ‘picker’, you can consume a large amount of food without even realizing it.
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If you like a drink, it’s a good idea to have at least two alcohol-free days a week. Drinking water helps clear the system of toxins, and helps fill a hunger gap between meals. A couple of glasses before a meal can really curb the appetite. A litre a day is the minimum everyone should drink, and still water is better than sparkling. If drinking plain water doesn’t seem particularly appealing, try adding a few slices of lemon, orange or ginger, or a sprig of mint to a jug of water and leaving it in the fridge overnight.


Today, the image of physical fitness and mental alertness is an important one to project, especially at work. The competition to get and keep a job is increasing, and because the trend at the moment is for one employee to ‘carry more than one person’s workload’, to look as though you will be able to stand the strain and cope with the workload is essential! But personal life too is probably just as demanding, as you try to fit more and more into what is for many people an already hectic lifestyle. Too often, lunch breaks slip by with a chocolate bar filling that gap, and a couple of beers or large glasses of wine help to ease the stress of another long day. Not many people are 100 per cent happy with their own bodies, but without necessarily striving for perfection, there are many things you can do to promote a healthy, professional and positive image.



[image: image] Remember this



✽  Drink at least a litre of water a day.



✽  Cut out junk food and sugary or fizzy drinks.



✽  Choose fish as an alternative to red meat.



✽  Eat fewer fatty foods.



✽  Cut down on tea, coffee, alcohol and dairy products.



✽  Make sure you eat a balanced diet of protein, carbohydrate and fresh, raw fruit and vegetables.
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Looking pasty and unhealthy does not earn praise or promotion, and in this book you will learn some tips on how to ensure your unique body language says what you want it to say. The way you react to other people says a lot. Try to think about the effect your actions and reactions will have on others. Good, positive body language will show that you care not only about yourself, but also about other people. We have to show respect for others, which in turn brings respect for ourselves. However strong your message is, if you can’t get it across, it’s lost.


Glowing skin shows you are fit and healthy. Deep sleep is essential for the body to renew itself as the cells divide at a much faster rate and a growth hormone is released into the blood stream causing regeneration, so it is necessary to ensure that you get a good night’s sleep regularly. Deep breathing is also very important as oxygen is vital to cell renewal. Some people can function on four or five hours’ sleep a night and others need nine or ten. Whichever category you fit into listen to your body when it tells you it is tired. Protecting and cleansing is the order of the day so it is advisable to wear a moisturizer with UVA and UVB screens, especially in the summer. Foundation with a sunscreen will also help guard against everyday contamination as well as harmful rays. There will be more on looking after your skin in Chapter 2.


Obesity in the West is an increasing problem. The reason for the increase seems to be lack of exercise as well as the amount of fats consumed. Exercise is often easier in the summer because you will tend to be outdoors more. However, if you don’t play much sport, try using a bike instead of the car; take the stairs rather than the elevator. Run up escalators, and if you use the Underground or subway, walk up the stairs sometimes. Walking and swimming are good forms of exercise, but make sure you have proper cushioned shoes if you are going jogging or doing a lot of walking. On the other hand, if you can’t bear the thought of jogging for miles and you can’t get to a gym, there are exercises you can do at home. Even ten minutes every other day is better than nothing. If you haven’t got a fitness plan and you don’t have much time, put on your favourite music (it helps keep the rhythm) and try this simple routine.



[image: image] Try it now



1  Always start by warming up with a stretch. Try to touch the ceiling!



2  Reach as high as you can until you feel your spine lengthen, then hold to the count of 20.



3  Put your hands in the air and then bend down to touch your toes with your knees slightly bent. Do this ten times.



4  Keep your hands on your hips, back straight, and gently swing your body from side to side 20 times.



5  Run on the spot for as long as you feel comfortable.



6  Hold your tummy in at all times.
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These are short and sweet, but if you do nothing else try to manage the stretching, as it will pay dividends.


I like to keep fit to music, but choose music that has a steady beat but is not too fast, as it is essential that you are comfortable with the speed of each exercise. If you do want to work out at home rather than join a club, there is a wide variety of fitness tapes and DVDs available, so find the one that works for you. Keeping fit is important as far as positive body language is concerned, and if you are at all worried, go and see your doctor before starting any diet or fitness regime.
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If you keep fit, you feel well. If you feel well, you look good.
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So how do you go about getting this first, fundamental part of body language right? People usually make up 90 per cent of their mind about somebody within the first 20 to 30 seconds of meeting them – so you don’t have time to waste making sure you are projecting the right image. We are naturally attracted to people similar to ourselves; it’s a bit like an animal recognizing friend or foe by the colour of their fur and the smell of their skin. The way someone dresses or speaks, the way they walk, the way they eat – all this body language helps to build a picture of them – good or bad!


The fact that I have included clothing in this book might seem strange, but what you wear and how you wear it has a huge effect on body language. There will be more on this in Chapter 4. A few years ago you could judge someone’s job, their background and how much money they made by the way they dressed; today it is not as easy, as people tend to dress much the same unless they are in uniform.
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The first things we notice about others are clothes and hair.
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So what influences body language? It stems from early childhood and the different things that happen as we grow up. Some things have a positive effect, such as a supportive family, doing well in school or excelling at sport. But the loss of a parent, abuse, divorce, moving house or changing schools a number of times can all cause us to adopt negative body language. You need to know what your body is saying in order to read non-verbal communication from others if you are to make the most of relationships with fellow human beings, and I will be going into detail about all these aspects in the following chapters. Lack of knowledge can also make you transmit negative body language; being confronted by a complicated layout of knives and forks, for example, can be very intimidating. It’s all very well for someone to say ‘wait to see which one everybody else uses before you start’, but what if you are the guest of honour and everybody is waiting for you? It is not easy to present confident body language if you use the fruit knife when everybody else is using a fish knife. People often show anxious body language when they do not know how to address someone with a title, whether it is a noble or professional one. To have the information at your fingertips, whether you use it or not, will give you the confidence to cope with any situation, however grand.
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‘Always imitate the behaviour of the winners when you lose.’


George Meredith
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How to read non-verbal communication


Negative signals:





•  avoiding eye contact





•  looking round the room





•  looking at a clock or watch





•  sneering





•  mouth rubbing





•  lip licking or biting





•  throat clearing





•  head scratching





•  twisting the neck





•  shrugging shoulders





•  sitting very straight





•  sprawling in a chair





•  shifting about in a chair





•  arms folded





•  wringing hands





•  finger drumming





•  crossing and uncrossing legs





•  foot tapping.


As you can see, there are a large number of overt negative body language signals and all these show tension and suppressed emotion. This is because you are getting into ‘fight, flight or fright’ mode: to fight the foe, make a quick getaway or remain rooted to the spot. In social and business situations things are usually not so dire, but the genetic response from our ancestors is still the same. If a person is apprehensive, frightened, nervous, angry or bored they will send out some, or all, of these distress signals.


So let’s take a look at these tell-tale signs:





•  In the West, if people constantly look away when you are talking to them you are likely to think they are either bored, want to talk to someone else or really do not like you. But in some countries it is not considered polite to keep eye contact for too long. However, if you want to know someone’s thoughts and build rapport, eye contact is vital because the eyes really are ‘the window to the soul’. If people constantly look away or look over your head when talking to you, it means they are looking for an escape route or looking for someone more interesting to talk to. If they keep glancing at their watch or a clock on the wall, it is obvious that they are either late or want to be somewhere else. Sometimes people are quite unaware of how much their bodies are betraying them, and sometimes these mannerisms become habits because no one tells them otherwise. We will look at how to manage these disconcerting negative signals in greater detail in Chapters 5 and 10.





•  A sneer is at worst a sign of derision and at best an insincere smile. Either way, if you are the recipient of this sort of body language it is a strong sign that you are not held in very high esteem!





•  Rubbing the mouth can be an indication that someone is not telling the truth; it is almost as if they are embarrassed by the fact they are telling a lie. It is the same when there is continual licking of the lips.





•  Throat clearing denotes nervousness and uncertainty, as the saliva in the mouth dries up and the throat goes into a nervous spasm.





•  Vigorous head scratching usually means that someone is frustrated or annoyed. Pent-up emotion can result in a change in body temperature that can make the scalp feel itchy.





•  When tension in the body builds up, for whatever reason, it has to come out and manifests itself in different ways in different people. A lot of tension builds up in the neck. The poor neck has enough of a job to do holding up the head, which is one of the heaviest parts of the body, so twisting the neck will help ease any tension, thus it shows you are feeling tense.





•  Shrugging of the shoulders shows frustration or anxiety as the physiological changes in the body send a message to the muscles, ready for the ‘fight or flight’ scenario.





•  Sitting ramrod straight is another sign of apprehension or anger. People waiting for a job interview will usually be highly alert and therefore sit up straight. A businessperson infuriated by someone who is late for an appointment will show disapproval by sitting very straight, as will a school teacher or a boss about to reprimand an errant pupil or employee.
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•  The opposite of the ‘broom handle down your back’ position is the sprawl or lounge. This usually shows disrespect or contempt, or at the very least a total lack of awareness about what such body language is implying.





•  Shifting about in the chair means you literally cannot sit still. There can be several reasons for this: excitement, irritation or simply wanting to go to the loo (especially in children!). But in adults it is usually a negative sign exhibiting boredom or impatience.





•  Anyone who has ever perused a body language book will have read that arms folded across the chest are a barrier position. This stance allows the arms to shield one of the most vulnerable parts of the body. It can be a barrier position but it can also show that someone is cold, shy or just likes standing like that. Whatever the reason, it sends out negative signals because it can imply arrogance, stubbornness, vulnerability or nervousness.





•  Wringing of the hands shows anxiety and uneasiness. It is as if someone is trying to wash their troubles away.





•  Hands can be still or fluttering. Often hands show tension and anxiety by ‘washing’ or tapping even though face and body may appear calm and in control.





•  Finger drumming nearly always denotes irritation.





•  Crossing and uncrossing the legs in a man is a negative sign as it shows impatience or exasperation. The body is saying ‘what are you waiting for, let’s get out of here’, and someone who does this either wants to end a meeting or move the conversation onto another subject. A woman, on the other hand, will sometimes use crossing and uncrossing her legs to attract a man’s attention, which could be interpreted as a positive signal, or to distract him, which is negative – for him at least!





•  Foot tapping, like finger drumming, nearly always denotes annoyance. A client or customer may seem politely attentive when listening to a salesperson, but the tapping foot behind the desk shows that he or she is not interested but impatient to finish the interview and be elsewhere.


Positive signals:





•  good eye contact





•  smiling





•  nodding





•  hands clasped loosely on the lap





•  sitting or standing in a relaxed position





•  leaning forward when listening





•  displaying a sense of calm.


Let us look at the positive signs in more detail. These signals make you look confident, trustworthy and in control.





•  Good eye contact is vital if you are to build rapport with somebody. You can gauge their inner feelings and encourage them to talk just by ‘looking them in the eye’. Staring, however, is not good as it can make you look aggressive and make the other person feel uncomfortable. When you are talking to someone, look away every so often but always meet their gaze after a few seconds.





•  Smiling is one of the best ways to get people to warm to you. It is a fundamental human signal of warmth and friendliness. However, the smile must be genuine and a full (often known as Duchenne) smile which reaches the eyes, not just the mouth, and it should also come from the heart. It is true that ‘putting on a happy face’ really does make you feel better, as a smile sends signals to the brain that you are feeling OK.





•  Nodding also encourages others to talk as it gives them the impression you are interested to know more. Journalists often use nodding and smiling to get interviewees to carry on talking, leading them into saying more than they meant to say!





•  Hands clasped loosely on the lap show that you are relaxed. When you are nervous and anxious you will tend to clench your fists, getting ready for ‘fight or flight’, so keeping the hands still shows you are composed and on top of things.
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•  Sitting or standing in a relaxed position has exactly the same effect. People who are apprehensive and ill at ease are usually restless, and this will often show itself by walking around or constantly moving.





•  Sitting forward when listening shows real interest and concern for the person and what is being said. You also lean forward when you want your listener’s full attention or agreement. Either way, it is a very positive signal.





•  Displaying a sense of stillness and composure shows you are in control of yourself and your situation. It sends out signals of tranquillity and authority, which are also infectious and can help to calm others.



[image: image] Key idea


‘Wear a smile and have friends; wear a scowl and have wrinkles.’


George Eliot
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Today you have the technology to analyse yourself and learn to understand your body language. Strategically placing a video camera when you are on the phone or eating a meal with the family will help you evaluate your body language as well as theirs. It is extremely useful to see how people interact and to make sure children, especially, get their say. Often the quietest sibling will be itching to get a point across but cannot get the parent’s attention because the louder, more extrovert brothers or sisters hold the stage. If this goes on for years, these more timid children can grow up to be shy adults with body language that exhibits low self-esteem.



[image: image] Try it now



1  Watch your children when you are all having a meal.



2  Notice how much they move in their chair when they want to speak.



3  Give them a chance to say what they want to say.



4  Make sure everyone listens.
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What are inborn actions?


Inborn actions are those that ‘come naturally’, things you do not have to be taught to do. For instance, babies have the inborn action of suckling as soon as they are put to their mother’s breast. Smiling and frowning are common in all cultures and, again, this is not learned or copied behaviour. We know this because blind and deaf babies smile and frown at appropriate times. Deaf babies also cry, even though they have never heard anyone crying. It seems that human brains are preprogrammed to react to certain stimuli without having to learn these actions.


What are absorbed actions?


Absorbed actions are unconsciously acquired as you grow up, often without you even realizing it. These you learn from those around you. Many family members have the same mannerisms, which they have picked up from their mother or father, or from older siblings.



[image: image] Try it now


Are you right- or left-thumbed?



1  Clasp your hands together and see which thumb is on top.



2  Try and put the other thumb on top.



3  See which is the most comfortable.
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Apart from absorbed actions there is ‘absorbed behaviour’. For instance, if you have grown up in a family that is very musical or reads a lot, you will be more likely to appreciate music or read a lot too.



[image: image] Remember this


Positive body language often comes from confidence, and there are a number of things you can do to boost your confidence levels.



✽  Meeting new people widens horizons.



✽  Doing new things creates confidence.



✽  Confidence triggers positive body language.
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Expanding your horizons and increasing your overall education help to enable you to feel at home in different environments. The more relaxed you are the more your body will be in accord with your brain, thus transmitting positive body language. So anything you can do to add to your knowledge base will help you to gain both confidence and positive body language.
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‘Everybody lives and acts partly according to his own, partly according to other people’s ideas.’


Leo Tolstoy
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Answers to the self-assessment











1  The conscious and subconscious signals our bodies send to each other



2  Clothes and hair
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