
[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]


Copyright © 2021 by Donna Van Natten

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

Skyhorse Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.

Skyhorse® and Skyhorse Publishing® are registered trademarks of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

Visit our website at www.skyhorsepublishing.com.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.

Cover design by Tom Lau

Cover photo credits: Getty Images

Print ISBN: 978-1-5107-5121-7

Ebook ISBN: 978-1-5107-5123-1

Printed in the United States of America



Foreword

Imagine a world where everyone has the limitless ability to achieve their dreams. A world with abundant resources, where struggle and strife dissipate as fast as a mere thought. Many think that this majestic existence is achieved through the accumulation of material possessions and wealth. However, self-aware and emotionally intelligent individuals who are the inspirational leaders in all walks of life know the secret—building healthy and happy relationships. Almost anyone can be taught a skill, but it is those who can form relationships that can bring their skills, expertise, and ideas to the world. Not just for their own success and prosperity, but also for the good of others.

Strong, healthy relationships are the key to success in every aspect of life. We are genetically and biologically “coded” to act in terms of safety, security, and prosperity for ourselves and our families. As well, we all have insecurities. Our insecurities are founded in the fear of not being accepted and valued by those around us. This book provides a deep understanding of these doubts and the tools that allow us to capitalize on our strengths and overcome these challenges.

As the retired Chief of the FBI Counterintelligence Behavioral Analysis Program, and an author of books on the subject of trust, my experience has taught me that decoding nonverbal behavior, building confident expectations, and inspiring healthy relationships is the key to prosperity. Donna’s book provides you with the tools to help you learn these skills. Donna not only exudes high energy, commitment, and expertise to her craft, but she adds a unique view, or “context,” that many experts overlook. Donna’s book not only focusses on the nonverbal behavior of women, but also their self-image. Self-image is a critical component for understanding and communicating effectively with anyone.

This book is perfect for women who want to be able to understand more deeply how self-image begins from childhood experiences, including culture and social media impact. The challenges that many women face regarding their own self-image and how this impacts their daily interactions and communication are illuminating. The book is a handy tool to help enhance all relationships—whether personal or professional.

This is not a typical book about nonverbal behavior, but it is a deep look inside the minds of women attempting to navigate our complicated world of relationships while, at the same time, battling themselves and their own self-images. Donna is a master at looking at nonverbal behavior and gives us insight into how to assess others to determine their needs, wants, desires, intentions, and fears. Once you understand that and you establish trust, healthy, strong relationships quickly follow.

People want to be appreciated, they want to be cared for, loved, trusted, and respected, but they also want to be understood. If you master the skills to achieve that, you truly become exceptional. You become one of those people we read about who is well-respected, well-liked, and sought after. That is the power of interpreting nonverbal behavior for the purpose of building relationships, as Donna articulates.

Donna’s lifetime of study and practical experience as a coach, teacher, trainer, and mentor has provided her the tools, strategies, and secrets to working with others and establishing trust. These skills, practiced by a knowledgeable few in high-stakes situations, will certainly work for you in your daily life. Written in a very practical style, full of examples and anecdotes, Body Language for Women is a book for anyone who is interested in understanding themselves—and, more importantly, understanding others.

The content illuminates the reader in areas that some term the “elusive obvious.” The information and concepts make so much sense; yet, they have never been articulated in such an easy and logical way that it’s almost embarrassing you didn’t think of it before. Whatever your role in this world, this book will provide you with the deeper understanding and insight you need to create stronger and healthier relationships in all aspects of your life.

—Robin Dreeke

FBI Special Agent (Retired)

Author of The Code of Trust and Sizing People Up





CHAPTER 1

What You are Saying with Your Body

We, as women, spend countless hours trying to perfect our physical bodies and mental mindsets. Beyond this, we must also know what subtle, unconscious, and powerful messages our bodies send and receive.

The advice we always hear is, “Don’t judge a book by its cover.” And yet, we do.

Let’s face it: we like to think that how we carry ourselves, look, and behave are secondary to how smart we are, who we know, and our job titles. Some even claim that they “just don’t care what other people think” about them. On the contrary, all of the research on the subject of people, relationships, and communication says that presentation does matter. And we do judge each other based on a set of specific human behavior characteristics. Even the fact that you are reading this book says that you do care and believe that these traits matter.

This is not necessarily a bad thing, as appearance characteristics give us a lot of information about other people. Their clothing style, how they groom their hair, their smell, and other appearance-based traits all provide us with valuable information. Much of nonverbal communication operates “automatically and often outside of awareness,” according to the experts. But the complex intersections of gender, culture, biology, situation, and individual means that our communication is both complex and often predictable. As well, “appearance can also be strategically modified to create desired impressions” (Patterson, 2017).

Nonverbal communication “sparkles and inspires,” per Friedman’s 2019 extensive review of the literature on this important field of study. He notes that “basic emotions theory” has a wide range of components crossing psychology, language, culture, social conditions, and emotions. Specifically, “behavioral ecology” depends on nonverbal cues in social situations. Basically, our navigation of our world relies on interpreting body language.

COMMUNICATION CREATURES

In 1872, Charles Darwin wrote about the expression of emotions in humans and in animals. Darwin understood creatures, their social weaving, and how they communicated through emotions and nonverbal actions. Modern theorists converge on his work and now look at nonverbal communication in terms of a “functional” approach. As a result, we think about what we are doing. Three major shifts of thought now focus on:

1. Cognitive abilities tied to emotions: our thoughts and our feelings are closely intertwined.

2. Abstract traits to concrete abilities: our thoughts turn into actions.

3. Inferred states to processes: our deductive thoughts generate actual operations.

Nonverbal communication has the power to influence and persuade. By looking at people in groups (relational impression model), we emit and receive information about other people. We also make impressions on others. In the field of the social psychology of influence, the evidence is rich, and we are well-served to dip into this bank of knowledge.

Often, we are not even aware that we use body language. Even so, we continuously receive and interpret others’ body language. Specifically, we primarily use nonverbal communication—which includes tone of voice (nonverbal-vocal) and body movements (nonverbal-nonvocal). As visual creatures, we continually use our sight to look at ourselves and our world. In addition, our bodies’ movements help us deliver and receive information.

“Whenever the behavior of one individual (the sender) influences the behavior of another individual (the receiver)” this constitutes communication (Mandal, 2014). Mandal writes that nonverbal behaviors include:

• Everything from facial expressions and gestures to fashion and status symbol.

• From dance and drama to music and mime.

• From flow of affect to flow of traffic.

• From the territoriality of animals to the protocol of diplomats.

• From the sensitivity of violence to the mindlessness of topless dancers.

Traffic to topless dancers? That’s pretty substantial—and broad. We don’t often think about how our actions communicate. We usually only cite our verbal messages when we are asked to define “communication.” However, this is not the case. Long before we used the spoken language, we communicated using signs, symbols, our bodies, and other nonverbals. Clear evidence of this is the fact that infants “talk” to us though they have no knowledge of English or any other language. But they do have body language and nonverbals that they understand and master early on. A cry. A gasp. A reach for the hand. A smile. A coo. A stretch.

Even a surprised expression. Yes, babies talk and seek our attention, and we give it to them. A key part of nonverbal communication is being intentional with the signals we send and receive through our senses. In particular, our basic visual (see), auditory/acoustic (hear), tactile (touch), and olfactory (smell) senses. Of course, how other people interpret various nonverbal signals through their own senses varies greatly based on a host of conditions. For example, time and situation help us to interpret nonverbal signals even though they are not technically a part of body language. As well, we may smell a pleasant odor and immediately recall a good memory. Though it may have happened decades ago, we instantaneously associate it with feelings, people, and situations.
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To cultivate Darwin’s early work, researchers such as Paul Ekman, Desmond Morris, David Matsumoto, Roger Axtell, and others focus on classifying the thousands of pieces of nonverbal communication and body language. For example, the work of Meadors and Murray (2014) breaks down body language into three elements with specific meanings:

1. Illustrators: These usually enhance what is being said—like a nod of the head to emphasize the spoken word.

2. Emotional expressions: These expressions typically display how someone is feeling and are often seen in facial expressions. For example, a downturned mouth with slumped body posture may indicate a person’s sadness. Some emotional expressions are globally understood, such as smiles.

3. Manipulators: These are exhibited when one part of our body manipulates another part of our body—like self-hugging or stroking. Manipulators usually involve touching our body, or directly interacting with another person (interpersonal interaction). We may shift our body to sit further away from someone we don’t enjoy being near. It might be subtle and, at times, unconscious.
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Let’s focus more on manipulators and body language. A quick look at this photo of a woman on the couch should tell you something about her … and it’s not good. By looking more closely at the woman, you are able to figure out other things about her and how she is communicating with her body. Why is one hand on her stomach and the other on her forehead? What about her closed eyes? Why is she lying down? These questions, based on what we “see,” provide us with information about her. The following list may help us determine how others “act” to communicate their inner thoughts and feelings.

These visible displays of body language include specific actions:

A. “Shielding actions”: Face touching (eyes, mouth, nose, etc.) may signal that we want to reduce sensory input.

B. “Cleaning actions”: Hair and grooming attention may improve our physical appearance—or may help to build a relationship when we groom or preen someone else.

C. “Self-intimacies”: Holding or stroking the body serves as a means to comfort or console ourselves.

The quality of our nonverbal physical movements are outward displays of our emotional (internal) state. We may be feeling something and, without really thinking about it, we display that feeling through our body language. For the most part, we can control these if we are acting intentionally. However, there are numerous times when our bodies “call us out” in truth. For example, you are feeling terrible about something and when someone asks, you tell this person that you are “fine.” But then, your eyes shift down and tears begin to slide down your cheeks. You are far from “fine.” Your body language betrayed your words and we know the truth.

Remember, though, that no single nonverbal characteristic is linked to a specific emotion. It’s more complex. Yet, we know that emotion-related movements are tied to specific emotions. Dynamic changes in the body may include:

1. Body shifts.

2. How we use space.

3. How we adjust our bodies to our environment or situation.

The amount of effort it takes to physically communicate through the movement of our bodies is also involved. Crane and Gross’s (2013) chart of body movements intimately linked to specific basic emotions is enlightening.
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It’s thought-provoking that anger and joy share a lot of similarity in body movement or presentation. And, not surprisingly, feelings of contentment and neutrality are comparable. Sadness, as most of us know, is uniquely recognizable with its own set of body displays. Think about how “still” your body is when you are sad. Or, how “quick and tense” you feel when angered. Most of can read the nonverbal displays of anger, joy, sadness, or contentment; few, if any, words are required.

We tend to gesture more when we are describing or acting out a physical activity or motion. For example, the way we move our bodies to show someone how to wrap a package versus explaining a written report to someone. We “gesture [more] when we express thoughts that involve simulations of action” (Hostetter and Alibali, 2010). In terms of communication, this is important to know for how we reinforce our verbal message or communicate with someone only using our bodies.

A specific set of displays, called representational gestures, are manual movements of our bodies, especially when we use our hands and arms to describe something. Interestingly, these are evident in both sighted and blind people.
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Also, how we use space to communicate is critical for ensuring that our unspoken intentions are accurate. Public, social, personal, and intimate spaces are important for communicating and can evoke both positive and negative feelings. Don’t invade someone’s space and actually expect that everything is okay just because that person kept quiet. We call this “creeping,” harassment, or in some cases, stalking. A quick glance at this photo tells us that he is being inappropriate by standing too close to her.

The power of space in nonverbal communication conveys a lot about the sender, situation, and receiver. Hall (1963) coined “proxemics” as important to nonverbal communication in terms of space and interpersonal communication. The use of space “talks” about the situation and how people act within it.

Hall’s breakdown of space shows which of these different spaces are used based on the nature of the relationship between individuals. Specifically:

Intimate space: Touching, whispering, and holding between very close family and friends. This space is also reserved for sexual intimacy. This distance is typically between one inch and eighteen inches, depending on the person and situation.

Personal space: Reserved for good friends and family members with an established relationship. We even call this our “personal space” as we hold out our arms to demonstrate. Personal distance is usually between one and a half feet and up to four feet.

Social space: As its name infers, this distance is reserved for social situations. Perhaps you are having a conversation with a colleague or sales associate. Group discussions typically use this type of space by spreading our bodies around a large table. This distance ranges from four to twelve feet depending on social dynamics.

Public space: Situations in which we don’t know each other or participate in large audience, group, or stranger activities, this space retains a large distance between strangers. At a minimum, this space requires at least twelve feet of distance and is based on the fact that we are not comfortable with the other person or people surrounding us.

Wherever we go, our space accompanies us and lets others know something about us. Too often, though, people invade our space, both intentionally and accidentally, and we are set on high alert. This is simple biology. The closer someone gets to us, the safer we must feel to allow them to remain physically close to us—our lives may depend on it. Consider how you feel walking across a dark parking lot by yourself at night. Your gait is quicker. Your eyes dart back and forth scanning the parking lot. Your body leans forward. And your hands and arms clutch your bag or keys. No one should come near you—especially a male. This space and our safety are critical. This powerful nonverbal expression is clearly displayed through our body language.

TALKING THE TERMS

We hear “body language” and “nonverbal communication” and instantly understand what these mean in terms of communication and engaging with another person. Yet, clarification of the two terms is warranted so that we can better understand our own bodies and how we engage with others. Body language as defined by the Merriam Webster dictionary includes, “the gestures, movements, and mannerisms by which a person or animal communicates with others.” Nonverbal communication is defined as, “gestures, facial expressions, and body positions (known collectively as ‘body language’), as well as unspoken understandings and presuppositions, and cultural and environmental conditions that may affect any encounter between people.”

Specific to nonverbal communication, more than just the body in involved. Patterson’s (2017) extensive work on nonverbal communication offers the following specific characteristics.

1. The nonverbal channel is always “on” in social settings. Even when people don’t speak, we watch and “read” their body movements and vocal sounds. Just their physical presence enables us to judge others and better understand them.

2. Nonverbals are fast. Both sending and receiving signals can happen at the same time. And we quickly respond or adjust. We constantly make “subtle adjustments to other people” in different settings based on numerous factors.

3. Most of our nonverbal messages happen without much thought. It’s rather automatic and we are not aware of these signals. Because we constantly send and receive nonverbal cues without really thinking about it, our brains aren’t burdened. Rather, we are “cognitively efficient.”

4. Most nonverbal communication has a set of patterns. From eye contact toward someone we like to body shifting away from something we don’t like, this never-ending “dance” helps us control ourselves when engaging with others.

Additionally, nonverbal communication includes the use of time and how we control our physical environment. Should I sit or stand? And, if I sit, which chair should I pick? Should I hold my bag in front of my body? Subconsciously, we make hundreds of decisions every day about how we maneuver ourselves when around other people. “Nonverbal” may be considered the generic term for which many specific non-verbalized elements exist, including body language.

A large part of this is how our entire bodies, from head to toe, communicate via nonverbal clues and cues. The emphasis on facial expression, gestures, body positions, and physical movements of our bodies is a part of body language. Touch (haptics), space (proxemics), breathing, vocal (tone of voice), and subtle behavioral cues also add to our understanding of body language. This is a complex language to learn with countless nuances.

As we seek to understand the language of the body, we evaluate “wordless signals” and cues like facial gestures, body postures, and eye contact. Simultaneously, we take in and evaluate dozens of nonverbal cues to help us understand each other. We know that posture is a “particularly powerful tool in both expressing and recognizing emotion” (Kana and Travers, 2012).

In the spirit of how we communicate, the overarching umbrella of body language and nonverbal communication are intimately intertwined. The two mimic each other, and we communicate through all channels while making judgements of others and ourselves. It’s a complex interplay. We are constantly subjected to body actions and nonverbal cues because we live in societies and are social beings. According to Brook and Servatka (2016), “Almost two-thirds of the meaning of a social encounter is derived from nonverbal cues … and, the use of wordless signals and cues play a prominent role in communication.”

Along these lines, Albert Mehrabian’s well-known “7-38-55 Rule” suggests that seven percent of our communication is based on our words, thirty-eight percent comes from our tone of voice, and fifty-five percent of our message is based on our body language. While some challenge these numbers, countless studies by brilliant researchers confirm (and continue to reaffirm) that the overwhelming majority of how we communicate comes from our nonverbal channels—our bodies and our vocals, but not necessarily our words, tell the story of us.

Mehrabian remains a pioneer in the field and his contributions are impressive. As we look at the history of nonverbal communication and body language, think about the imprint we make—particularly as women in today’s evolving world. More women are entering politics. Women now outnumber men in college. Worldwide, our earth is half female and half male.

THE “I” IN IMAGE

“Perceived appearance is the single strongest predictor of global self-esteem among young adults,” according to Balcetis et al. (2013). You may not like that finding, but it’s a tough one to challenge. Perceptions are powerful. And, regardless of how you feel about appearance and judgment based on individual physicality, many people determine their self-worth based on how they believe other people will judge them. The ways that we communicate with our bodies has a lot to do with how we feel about our bodies.


For women in one study who reported “moderate body image” concerns about their shape/weight, Becker and team (2017) note that these women experience the following:

• 67% feel critical about themselves.

• 43% are upset.

• 41% feel ashamed.

• 43% experience guilt.

• 41% worry.

• 33% feel like a failure.

One in four (24 percent) also state that their negative body image interferes with enjoying life and negatively impacts their relationships.

As you look at these numbers, I don’t believe you are surprised. The fact that more than half or almost half of us have these negative feelings about ourselves and our body image is not unexpected. It comes out through our nonverbals and our internal self-image and self-esteem.

Self-esteem is influenced by knowing the ideal standards for beauty. Women with lower self-esteem fixate on their physical appearance. And, sadly, experts continue to link self-esteem issues to problems with mental health, depression, anxiety, and feelings of unhappiness.

Specific emotions are also correlated with our body image and self-esteem. Women, in particular, who feel disappointed with how they look, often feel ashamed. Unhappiness often stems from perception of one’s size—with most women seeking to be thinner. When we focus on the body instead of the personality, we question our self-worth. And our body language will often reveal our negative feelings of worth through slumped shoulders, downturned eyes, facial micro expressions, and similar nonverbals.

Self-esteem can change based on situations throughout the day; however, chronically low self-esteem negatively impacts physical and mental well-being. One 1997 study found that “young women today believe that ‘good looks’ rather than ‘good works’ serve as a marker for success” (Balcetis et al.). The need to be validated solely based on our physical appearance is real and dangerous. The data is alarming.

The trio of perceived, ideal, and others’ views has significant ramifications for women’s body image and self-esteem. Even though both genders worry about their weight and image, dissatisfaction and negative feelings are much more common in both girls and women. Stephens, Hill, and Hanson (1994) note that one-third to half of women with healthy weight perceive themselves as “too heavy” compared to only one-fourth of normal-weight men who consider themselves to be overweight. The sad reality is that these women experience decreased satisfaction with their bodies, lower self-esteem, and lower well-being compared to men who are a healthy weight.

In America, the majority of women find dissatisfaction with their bodies. “I’m so fat” is a common female complaint (Gillen and Lefkowitz, 2011). Balcetis et al. (2013) say that American women’s dissatisfaction with their bodies has doubled in the last thirty years. While being thin has been considered ideal historically, current research suggests that women may be shifting the definition of “ideal thin” to an athletic body type ideal, which looks like thinness accompanied by muscle tone. Watson, et al. (2019) looked at three female body types: thin, athletic (muscular and thin), and hyper-muscular (extremely muscular and moderately thin). The results are interesting. Overall, researchers suggest that women don’t want to be muscular, but desire their bodies to either be thinner or thinner and toned.

As a whole, we tend to be poor judges of our body size. Most women believe they are larger than their actual size. In America, the female ideal body is lean. For men, the ideal figure is muscular and lean. However, achieving the “ideal” is nearly impossible, and the pursuit of that ideal can have grave consequences on the body, mind, and spirit.

When people focus on the physical aspects of a person (e.g., physical appearance, body shape, clothing), they are less likely to focus on that person’s more internal, psychological states” (Guyer et al., 2019). How people live their lives and feel about themselves are impacted through unhealthy eating, depression, smoking, physical activity, and anxiety.

Stephens, Hill, and Hanson’s (1994) work adds to the stereotype that “physically unattractive, overweight individuals are expected to be less intelligent, popular, or outgoing than those who are slimmer.” Others who study this topic find that heavy persons are often labeled as “lonely, dependent, and greedy for affection.” This supposed “character flaw” is associated with laziness and self-indulgence. Basically, “fat is seen as self-induced.” Really? We know that this is far from the truth. I don’t know a single person who hopes to gain weight and is disappointed if the scale betrays her. Weight is much more complicated than a simple choice. And, sadly, this starts in childhood.
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“The majority of women are dissatisfied with their bodies and when asked about the specific source of body dissatisfaction, most women point to body weight and shape” (Alleva et al., 2014). In Western societies, body weight issues are so common that they have actually been called “a normative discontent” (Webster and Tiggeman, 2003). The desire to be thin or attain the ideal body shape is impossible for many women; yet this belief consumes them. In my opinion, this “normative discontent” is not acceptable.

Heavier women are assigned labels such as less intelligent, less popular, or less outgoing. Basically, their weight proves they have a “character flaw” of self-indulgence. Such body shaming is directly linked to self-esteem, well-being, mental health, eating disorders, sexual disfunctions, and critical brain performance. And you can imagine how this presents itself through body language and social encounters. It’s often not good.

Women may “hate” one or two areas of their bodies, but may be satisfied with other areas. Regardless, negative body image is strongly correlated with numerous self-reported negative behaviors and thoughts like:

• Lower quality of life.

• Increased functional impairment.

• Less physical activity enjoyment.

• Depression or dangerous thoughts.

• Decreased consumption of healthy food.

• Poor sleep.

Fortunately, the opposite holds true; positive body image improves quality of life, including sleeping, physical activity, and healthy eating.

Positive body image is also linked to optimism. A study by Dalley and Vidal (2013) looked at four characteristics of women’s body image specific to their body appreciation. Specifically, they measured:

1. Favorable opinions of one’s body.

2. Acceptance of an imperfect body.

3. Respect of one’s body via healthy behaviors.

4. Protecting the body from unrealistic social media images.

They find that positive body image is associated with a woman’s internalized standard of attractiveness. And, with feelings of optimism, fears and negative thoughts can be better managed.

We must be careful of the influence of external factors on our quest for a positive body image as we display ourselves through nonverbal and verbal channels. We know that many mainstream values hurt the way women view their bodies and value themselves. One study focused on women in college finds that more than eighty percent are dissatisfied with their bodies. And, sadly, a staggering seventy-one percent of women over fifty years of age report “dissatisfaction with their weight” (Becker et al., 2017). It seems like aging and time have little to do with our bodies, how we feel about them, and how we communicate our messages to others with them.

When we focus on appearance and assign value to it, we are “seen as less fully human.” One study asked women to try on bathing suits and then sweaters while standing in front of dressing room mirrors. These women’s own comments on their bodies while wearing swimsuits were consistently focused on body shaming and elicited negative body-related thoughts, both during and long after the experiment was over.

The ideal “thin equals beauty” mindset continues to plague our society and our minds. We are also significantly influenced by the media’s fascination with this concept. Our incessant outward monitoring of our body appearance leads to habitual self-objectification. Are we just what we see when we look in the mirror? There are negative consequences with self-objectification including increased anxiety, body shaming, and depression.

A popular example of self-objectification is the fascination with cosmetic surgery—the optional expensive procedures that millions choose to undergo. Cosmetic surgery is often undertaken to modify a person’s body in hopes of altering their mind. Cosmetic procedures change body shapes to meet society’s “ideal”—with liposuction and breast augmentation being the top two elective procedures in the US (Overstreet et al., 2010).
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Two million people going under the knife every year generates big business opportunities. It’s actually a yearly sixteen billion—yes, I said billion—dollar industry with the most popular procedures targeting women. Almost three hundred thousand breast augmentations were performed in 2017 with a cost of roughly $4,000 each. And, according to plasticsurgery.org, 17.1 million cosmetic procedures were performed in 2016. Additionally, modifications to the face hit an all-time high as people sought instant facial improvements.

Dr. Debra Johnson, ASPS President shared,

While there are more options than ever to rejuvenate the face, a facelift done by a board-certified plastic surgeon can give a dramatic, longer-lasting result, which is why I am not surprised to see facelifts back in the top five most popular cosmetic surgical procedures.

How does that narrative make you feel? I highly doubt that reshaping your face is an “improvement”—let alone “instant.” However, perhaps you have just taken a quick glance in the mirror to examine your own face and questioned what a little “nip and tuck” might do for it.

Duan et al.’s (2018) research on nonverbal communication finds that facial expressions are important for understanding another person. We look at the face for nonverbal cues to validate verbal messages and to understand emotions. The face, with all of its expressiveness, is critical for body language and nonverbal communication. Just think about the challenge of reading a face after it has been injected with Botox, which paralyzes some of the very muscles required for many nonverbal expressions. It puzzles us at times—or, at least, amuses us—as we look at overly plumped and pulled faces. According to Dr. David Neal at the University of Southern California (2011), “Human communication can be a very subtle thing. When you eliminate a slice of information—whether by communicating through email and Twitter or by paralyzing your own facial muscles—it can be the difference between successful communication and failure.”

On the other hand, social media has adapted to include emoticons (smiley faces), Bitmojis (personalized characters), and avatars (computer generated caricatures) to express nonverbal language beyond the written word. We feel compelled to communicate with our bodies, real or artificial, across all communication channels as a way of expressing our thoughts. More specifically, by cultivating optimistic views of our physical appearance, we change how others view us. Our body language is an outward display of our internal frame of mind.

EXPRESS YOURSELF

Expressions are a part of communication and have a broad range of meanings. Experts cluster our emotions into “emotion families” because various emotions have shared characteristics. The following chart is based on Sauter’s (2017) work on types of “positive” emotions and what they have in common.
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Diving a little deeper into specific “emotion families,” Sauter (2017) notes that specific body gestures accompany each positive emotion. When we get new information and/or have physical enjoyment, we use specific nonverbals. This shouldn’t surprise you. Think about the last time you were surprised or hugged. Most likely, you expressed nonverbals with your body like a subtle change in your skin or body temperature, a shift in your breathing pattern, and facial expressions to match your emotions. Specific to individuals, new information and physical enjoyment are recognizable in part by the body language we display.








	
Positive Emotions


	
Body Language We Display





	
Amusement

(funny)


	
√  Duchenne smiles (real smiles with crinkled corners of the eyes while smiling).

√  Intense smile with open jaws.

√  Straight head position.

√  Laughter (face and full body).





	
Relief

(unpleasant emotion ends)


	
√  Sighs.

√  Low-intensity smiles followed by mouth opening.

√  Eyes closed.

√  Head tilting up.

√  Hands may move to the pockets.

√  Relaxed body position.





	
Awe

(greater than one’s self)


	
√  Widened eyes.

√  Forward head movements.

√  Open mouth with slightly dropped jaw.

√  Raised inner eyebrows.

√  Also, we hear inhalations and exhalations.

√  Sometimes we get goosebumps.





	
Interest

(wanting to learn more)


	
√  Open mouth or pressed lips.

√  Faster rate of speech and frequency range.

√  No facial smiling.

√  Open mouth.

√  Mild squinting or eyes closed.

√  Slightly tilting head to one side.





	
Contentment

(satisfying basic needs)


	
√  Duchenne smiles (real smiles with crinkled corners of the eyes while smiling).

√  Lips pressed together.

√  Sighs.

√  Relaxed body posture.





	
Sensory pleasure

(enjoying physical stimulus)


	
√  Tilting head up and away.

√  Symmetric arm movements.

√  Smiles.

√  Eyes closed.

√  Mouth open.





	
Sexual desire

(seeking sexual activity)


	
√  Lip licks.

√  Lip bites.

√  Lip puckering.

√  Flushed skin.

√  Body leaning in.







Additionally, when we stand or sit taller, this elicits positive emotions—we just feel better. We also look healthier, and wouldn’t our mothers be proud of our posture! Even producing a fake smile helps us feel better internally. Frowning, not surprisingly, does the opposite.

Regardless of how we feel on this inside, our body language tells others about our internal feelings and thoughts. These internal signals and functions of the body, also known as body functionality, include unobservable dimensions like fitness, health, stamina, agility, and strength. It’s vital that we “respect the body by attending to its need and engaging in healthy behaviors” in relationship to body image (Alleva et al., 2014).

I FEEL WHAT I FEEL

It’s important to monitor our own behavior (self-monitor) as we seek to have our needs and wants met. Those who exhibit high levels of self-monitoring are able to read social situations and fix their own behaviors—they adapt and do it well. I ask, “Are you a social chameleon?” “Do you feel like you fit in?” “Can others relate to you?”

If the answers to these are no, you may have low self-monitoring behaviors. You may struggle with the demands of situations and feel inflexible. Your freeze, flight, or fight response mechanism may kick into high gear. You might even say, “I don’t fit in.” However, we all experience these challenges to some degree because we are all human beings. Sometimes it is difficult to communicate and “do it right.”

Per the literature, without good coping strategies, many will experience mental health issues, including anxiety and depression. For a few, social anxiety disorder (SAD or social phobia) interferes with their daily lives in the sense that these individuals will avoid interpersonal relationships and primarily operate out of a place of fear. Low self-esteem may contribute to SAD which, over time, has devastating effects for sufferers. Our emotional well-being is a massive part of our overall well-being.

Nonverbally, we recognize basic emotions through posture cues and, often, facial expressions. We seek to confirm that others’ words match their actions and when the two aren’t aligned, we judge their nonverbals as the more authentic communication source. For example, you watch a supposedly confident and smart woman give a speech; however, she frequently bites her lower lip, wrings her hands together, hides behind the podium, and fails to make eye contact. Her body language does not match her words and we are quickly suspicious. Mandal’s (2014) work details several types of feelings and how our body language communicates these through behaviors and actions.









	
How you feel


	
What you look like to others





	
Confident


	
Preen yourself—touch your hair or face.

Look at yourself in mirrors and windows.

Display large gestures with your arms and hands.

Seek to be the center of attention.

Stand or sit with a straight back.

Self-assured big smiles.

Plenty of eye contact.

Good hygiene.





	
Arrogant
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