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THE
EVERYTHING®
Body Language
Book 

Dear Reader,

Since writing Body Language Basics (Adams Media, 2005), I’ve been besieged with questions from family, friends, and friends of friends about the meanings behind particular body movements. I’ve also been asked on more than a few occasions to demonstrate the best ways of getting—and keeping—someone’s attention. I’m happy to share what I’ve learned, because it isn’t difficult to teach: Confidence and friendliness will open more doors for you than you ever thought possible.

Here’s the most important thing that I tell my friends: Knowing what people are saying with their gestures involves careful observation and putting those behaviors into context. Focusing on one lone nonverbal cue while ignoring ten others will only lead you to the wrong conclusions time and time again. For example, if a guy is invading your personal space, that could definitely be a sign of interest . . . unless you’re in a crowded bar, he has his back turned to you, and he’s looked your way just one time—when he accidentally stepped on your foot. You could spend your night wondering if that was his way of getting to know you, or you could take the reins, show your interest in him through your body language, and see what happens.

Use the information in this book wisely; use it well; use it to your advantage.

Best of luck,
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Welcome to the EVERYTHING® Series!

These handy, accessible books give you all you need to tackle a difficult project, gain a new hobby, comprehend a fascinating topic, prepare for an exam, or even brush up on something you learned back in school but have since forgotten.

You can read an Everything® book from cover to cover or just pick out the information you want from our four useful boxes: e-questions, e-facts, e-alerts, e-ssentials. We give you everything you need to know on the subject, but throw in a lot of fun stuff along the way, too.

We now have more than 400 Everything® books in print, spanning such wide-ranging categories as weddings, pregnancy, cooking, music instruction, foreign language, crafts, pets, New Age, and so much more. When you’re done reading them all, you can finally say you know Everything®!
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Top Ten Situations for Using
and Decoding Body Language 

1. First dates 

2. Job interviews 

3. Public speaking 

4. Looking for the truth 

5. Negotiating the purchase of a car 

6. Shopping in a commission-based boutique 

7. Responding to a domineering man or woman 

8. Determining if the cute guy over there is into you 

9. Determining if the cute girl over there is into you 

10. Not offending the locals when you’re traveling the world 





Introduction 

[image: Il_9781598694192_0012_001] IMAGINE A WORLD where you’re never misunderstood, where you never send mixed messages, where you never have to backtrack and say, “That’s not what I meant!” The way you hold your hands, position your eyebrows, and turn your body can all have a major impact on how well your intended message comes across to others. Getting your body language right can land you a long-term relationship, whether it’s business or personal; getting it all wrong might sink your chances.

Some men and women view learning body language as a sort of luxury, something they’ll look into when they have some extra time on their hands. It may come as a surprise to these folks to learn that some experts estimate nonverbal communication accounts for well over half of all face-to-face interactions. (Kind of makes learning body language seem more like a necessity than a luxury, doesn’t it?) The experts go on to say that even if you don’t openly acknowledge those silent gestures and movements, your brain is still registering them subconsciously, an occurrence that has the potential to cause all sorts of confusion. When you can’t separate the spoken message from its accompanying nonverbal cues, the likelihood of misinterpretation is high.

Most people want to learn about body language so that they can ace a job interview, win over the object of their affection, or catch a liar in the act. But what you learn about nonverbal communication can be used in all kinds of situations, from work to school to interacting with your neighbors. It’s one thing to know how to charm people with your words; fortifying your spoken words with the correct unspoken cues really sells you and your personality to the people around you.



Reading body language can help you navigate your way around almost any situation where you feel you need some sort of key to understand the other person’s intention. Think of this knowledge as your own personal Rosetta Stone for decoding your interpersonal relationships. This book will take you over the different areas of the body and help you understand what their various movements mean. Along with this information, you’ll take a look at different scenarios where having an intimate knowledge of the meaning behind the gestures will give you a definite advantage and make your life significantly less stressful.

Be prepared: friends and family members will marvel at your newfound confidence and your ability to defuse the people who frustrate you the most. (Sounds pretty good, doesn’t it?) Tempting as it may be, don’t keep the secret to yourself—let them know that anyone can get an inside scoop on human behavior by simply reading up on nonverbal cues. Don’t stand there wearing a frown and pursed lips (two signs of confusion or disbelief)—not only is this true, it’s very possible. So get going and learn this incredibly useful skill. You’ll kick yourself (an indication of anger) if you don’t.


Chapter 1
The Evolution of 
Body Language 

You hear about body language all the time, and from diverse sources. Women’s magazines, for example, claim to hold the secrets of communicating with men without saying a word. Business Web sites offer tips for wowing potential employers or clients. Scientific journals, meanwhile, try to crack the codes of body language and separate fact from fiction. So . . . are any of these points of view valid? And where did this notion of nonverbal communication begin, anyway? This chapter will take a look at the origins of, and reasons for, studying body language.

Survival of the Fittest 

Not surprisingly, people have used body language since the beginning of time; however, centuries ago, few men and women understood the power of the unspoken message. Body language was an intangible part of the communication process. Spouses and lovers may have suspected that there was more to a story than what they were hearing from their mates, but they couldn’t quite put their finger on what was adding to or detracting from their conversations.

Monkey See, Monkey Do 

The person credited with discovering nonverbal communication cues was none other than Charles Darwin (1809–1882), who is, of course, also credited with a few other scientific discoveries, such as that little project he called the Theory of Evolution.
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A recent study suggested that fear can be caused by reading others’ nonverbal cues. Participants were shown pictures of people who appeared to be frightened; using MRI technology on the participants, researchers measured increases in activity in the part of the brain that registers fear.

Darwin was a brilliant scientist, but even so, it’s fair to question how and why anyone would believe that gestures speak louder than words. Remember, back in the nineteenth century, this was a completely new concept. In addition, during that time period, people were generally more reserved and didn’t express themselves as passionately and openly as people do today. So . . . why would anyone think that bodily motions were the key to understanding human behavior?

The answer lies in Darwin’s earlier work. Darwin was very interested in finding any lingering connections between humans and animals. He noted several similarities in the way humans and animals express their emotions through facial expressions. For example, when an animal is frightened, it  almost freezes in place—its eyes are wide open, its nostrils are flared, its mouth is slightly ajar. These are all classic fight-or-flight reactions as the animal prepares to either defend itself or flee the scene. Interestingly, humans have the same type of reaction to extreme fear—their own fight-or-flight mechanism kicks in.

After making his initial links between animal and human behaviors, it wasn’t such a stretch for Darwin to theorize that by studying the actions of animals, he could learn a lot about human behavior. And so the study of nonverbal cues was born.

Who Cares about Animal Behavior?

Animals obviously don’t have the gift of gab. They’re almost totally dependent on reading and interpreting the actions of potential predators and prey in order to survive. Humans, on the other hand, often believe that almost all communication takes place verbally. However, unlike animals, humans really do have two forms of communication going on during any interaction. You move your body as you speak, often without thinking about it, and those gestures often define the meaning behind the spoken message.

Some experts estimate that only one-third of human communication is verbal. If you ignore body language, then, you might be missing two-thirds of any given interaction! This doesn’t matter all that much if a person’s words and their gestures are in sync, but what if the verbal message contradicts the body language (or vice versa)? What if, for example:

• Your date is saying all the right things but avoids making eye contact with you?

• Your accountant is tapping his feet under his desk while he tells you that your money is safe and sound?

• Your coworker calls you “Pal” but consistently shakes your hand in a palm-down fashion?

Maybe you’re thinking, “These actions don’t mean anything on their own. I’d have to hear more of the conversation.” Well . . . you’ve just over looked some classic body language cues to human behavior. By recognizing them as red flags, you might be able to save yourself a lot of grief in the  long run. Which isn’t to say that you should dump an inattentive date or a fidgety accountant right away, but you might want to pay attention to how the rest of the relationship is faring.
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Body language isn’t always about sending an obvious message. People also use certain gestures to hide their true feelings. Lack of eye contact, turning the body away, and hiding the hands are just a few cues that indicate there’s something more to someone’s story.

Learning the Lingo 

Certain nonverbal communications are innate. They simply happen in a given situation, and anyone who’s watching you will instantly be able to read your body language because he shares the same primal instincts.

Earlier this chapter talked about the body’s response to fear and the kinds of physical cues you might see in someone who’s experiencing a moment of pure terror (like being chased by a dog, for example, or losing control of your car). These types of responses are preprogrammed in the brain; when you fear for your life, you don’t have to stop and say to yourself, “Wow, if I could just make my eyes wider, I might be able to see any potential danger around me, and if I start breathing a little faster, I’ll put enough oxygen into my bloodstream so that I’m ready for any kind of fight!” (And if you do know someone who has to tell himself how to react to fear, maybe you should be a little afraid—of him.)

Plenty of body language is learned, however, from interacting with other people and mimicking what you see on TV and in the movies. As you work these learned behaviors into your everyday life, they become second nature. At that point, you use them without consciously making an effort to do so. Some examples of learned body language include:

• Batting your eyelashes at a potential mate (makes you look innocent)

• The palm-down handshake (a domineering move)

• Tilting the head (makes you look nonthreatening)

• Well-timed touches (make you seem friendly)

• Glaring at someone who’s made you angry (another domineering move)
 • Widening the eyes during conversation (makes you look interested)

If you find yourself regularly leaving meetings or coming home from dates with the unshakable feeling that things just did not go well, consider the messages you’re silently sending. Depending on what you’ve been doing with your various body parts, your boss or your partner may think you’re hostile or completely uninterested in what she’s saying. Fortunately, even if you have been putting out the wrong vibe, you can learn to correct your body language; and if you’re not putting out any vibe at all, you can learn to ratchet things up so that others will take notice of you.
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Although there are some behaviors that are expressed almost universally by all humans in a given situation, body language also includes learned gestures that you pick up from friends, siblings, the media, or even strangers on the street.

Modern Body Language 

Darwin began the study of body language in the 1800s; a ballet dancer-turned-anthropologist named Ray Birdwhistell (1918–1994) picked up the ball in the 1970s and ran with it.

Kinesics 

Birdwhistell referred to the study of body language as kinesics. Although he coined a new phrase, his area of interest was the same as Darwin’s—he observed and analyzed facial expressions and body movements, looking for hidden meanings in them.

Communicating with Kinesics 

The study of kinesics is broken down into five main sections of interest, which you might think would make it easy to understand. Unfortunately, these cues vary from culture to culture, so understanding why a Japanese person behaves in a certain way won’t help you determine the meaning behind a Brazilian’s gestures. However, it’s pretty interesting to know that anthropologists have found a way to reduce sometimes confusing human behavior to just a few categories. These include:

• Emblems: Emblems are nonverbal cues that clearly represent a verbal message, like a “thumbs-up” gesture or the hand signal for “okay.”

•Illustrators: Think about someone who talks with his hands. Those gestures are illustrators, which underscore the meaning of the verbal message.

•Affect displays: These are facial gestures that convey a nonverbal message (a grimace, a smile, a frown).

• Regulators: Nonverbal cues that determine how well the verbal communication is going are regulators. Basically, these are body language cues that indicate the person has heard and/or understands what you’ve said (head nods or shakes, for example). Whether you go on talking or stop and repeat yourself depends on the regulators coming from the other person.

• Adaptors: Relaxed movements (like shifting in your seat or shrugging your shoulders to loosen them) are adaptors and are a hot topic of debate. Some experts feel adaptors are the real clues to nonverbal messages; others say they’re nothing more than comfort measures.
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One of Birdwhistell’s theories states that even if you don’t make a conscious note of a person’s gestures while you’re talking to her, you still subconsciously register the meaning of her nonverbal cues.

While learning to read universal gestures isn’t hard, applying your knowledge to everyday relationships isn’t always easy. But with some practice, patience, and a whole lot of perception, you can learn to separate the spoken word from nonverbal cues and get to the bottom of almost anyone’s story.

What da Vinci Knew 

You’ll recall that Darwin was the first person to come up with a theory linking human expression to animals’, so the true study of body language didn’t exist prior to the nineteenth century. However, there’s evidence that suggests that at least one other man recognized the power of nonverbal communication— hundreds of years before Darwin made his discovery.

Mona Lisa Smile 

Mona Lisa, painted by Leonardo da Vinci most likely in the early 1500s, is one of the most mysterious and debated images of all times. For centuries, scholars have argued over her smile—whether it’s genuine or fake, whether this woman is happy or irritated about posing for the artist, whether that smile is an indication of love or if it’s more of a patient smirk.

At first glance, her smile doesn’t appear to be forced, but upon closer inspection, you’ll also note that although the corners of her mouth curve upward as opposed to laterally (an upward grin is an indication of a genuine smile), the rest of her face is rather unengaged. Her eyes, in particular, give her away, as their edges are still—they aren’t crinkled or turned upward, as they most likely would be in a smile that expressed great happiness or joy.  So here is a lady who is patiently posing for a portrait, who may not be genuinely thrilled about it.

On Second Thought . . .

Of course, this is hardly the definitive word on Mona Lisa’s smile. Since portraits took many days or weeks to complete, it’s extremely likely that different parts of her face were painted at different times—and that might well explain the confusion over her smile. Maybe the first time she sat for the  portrait she was happy; the next time she was bored; the third time, she was ready for it to be finished.

Art historians will continue to debate the meaning behind her famous smirk, a project that would be much easier if they could also see her posture, her hand position, and whether she crossed her legs or kept her feet flat on the ground. (Don’t worry—all of these body language cues will be explained in this book.)
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Body language varies from culture to culture. Something that’s appropriate in North America (making eye contact with anyone who walks past you, for example) may be completely unacceptable in other parts of the world. (If you happen to find yourself in Japan, keep your eyes to yourself!)

For our purposes, the significant thing about Mona Lisa’s smile isn’t whether she’s happy or sad or annoyed—it’s that da Vinci knew back in the sixteenth century that a smile can convey—or disguise—different emotions!

Judge Not?

There are always those people who swear up and down that they would never, ever judge a person based on his or her appearance. But the fact is, all people judge one another’s look at some time or another—some just do it more often (and more openly) than others.

Kids Will Be Kids 

There’s a classic sociology experiment where examiners present child-age test subjects with pictures of other children—one picture of a slim child, the other of an overweight child. The children being tested are asked which child they’d rather be friends with. Most kids choose the slim child as their  new pal. Their reasons include opinions that simply can’t be derived as fact from a photo, such as the overweight child isn’t as smart or as nice as his trim counterpart.
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As noble as it is to claim that you never judge others’ appearance, it’s very difficult to carry through on that promise. Simply becoming aware of the ways you judge other people is a good first step toward minimizing the effects of your preconceptions.

Unfortunately, attitudes concerning appearance don’t magically disappear as kids mature. Adults can be absolutely merciless when judging one another’s appearances, and in some circles, picking apart friends and acquaintances is nothing less than an obsession. But what’s the difference between judging a person’s general appearance and judging his or her body language? Appearances are deceiving.

Let’s go back to the experiments using the pictures of overweight children . . . but let’s fast-forward twenty years. Research has shown that adults tend to view their overweight peers as being unintelligent, lazy, and unhygienic.

“So what?” you ask. “They must be lazy, or else they’d be thin. And anyone who can’t figure out how to lose weight must be dumb. I don’t want to work on a project with anyone who’s lazy and dumb because it’ll make my life harder.” Do you see how these judgments create negative scenarios? Your heavy coworker might be the hardest-working and most intelligent person in your office, but because you’ve already judged his personality based on his appearance, it’s going to be that much harder for you to read any of his nonverbal cues in a positive light.

You can’t accurately evaluate someone’s body language if you’ve already assigned him negative characteristics based on his appearance.  That’s like trying to look through a window after you’ve smudged it with grease and dirt.

Shy Guys (and Girls) 

If you’re insecure about the way you look, it will definitely show in your body language. You’ll avoid making eye contact, you won’t stand tall, you won’t smile at other people, you’ll make sure never to touch others . . . in short, you won’t be putting out any sort of positive message. People may perceive your shyness as a lack of interest in them or as out-and-out snobbishness.
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Back in the 1990s, researchers at the College of New Rochelle conducted a study of nurses’ attitudes toward their patients in the hope of uncovering hidden prejudice. The surprising result: attitudes were most negative toward white, obese patients. The not-so-surprising finding was that the nurses’ beliefs negatively affected the care their obese patients received.

This chapter won’t go any further into the psychology of how judging others’ appearances affects you and them—but it does happen, it affects your daily interactions, and if you really want to know the people around you (and you want them to know you), you have to look below the surface. This is sometimes easier to do if you understand the difference between arrogant gestures, friendly overtures, and insecure behaviors.

Don’t Take It Personally 

There are several medical conditions that can cause what’s called a “flat affect” of the face, which simply means that the facial muscles are impaired. You won’t see joy, anger, or surprise expressed in this person’s face. What you will see is something of a blank stare with no emotion attached to it. There are other conditions that can cause a person’s facial expressions to be distorted, so that he appears to be smiling even though he isn’t happy.

Imagine you’re on your way into the supermarket and you accidentally run right into a customer who’s walking out. He drops his packages and the contents come spilling out. You’re mortified and spring into action, scooping  up grapefruits with one hand while juggling the paper towels and eggs in the other. When you’ve placed all of the items back into their packages, you tell the person how sorry you are. This stranger just stares at you, mumbles a quick thanks, and goes on his way. You feel angry that he wasn’t more appreciative of your efforts to right your wrong. Some people would allow this kind of interaction to influence their future behavior, by vowing not to help strangers anymore, for example.
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Misunderstandings can occur when you come face-to-face with a stranger who’s unable to express emotion, or does so in an inappropriate way. You might misinterpret his lack of emotion as indifference or even hostility.

As important as it is to know how to read nonverbal cues, it’s as important to understand that what you see isn’t always what you get—and even if you are on the receiving end of a blank stare or a frown, sometimes it’s nothing personal. That’s why it’s also important to put nonverbal cues into some type of context before evaluating them—so that you avoid jumping to conclusions.

Hey, New Best Friend!

People who are well-schooled in the finer points of body language know how to use it to their advantage—every day, in every situation. Despite your best intentions, you sometimes end up being the pawns in their little schemes. Is there a way to watch out for this kind of sketchy behavior? Why, yes, there is! In fact, if you know the other person’s motivation for being extra-super nice to you, his body language not only becomes obvious, it becomes downright predictable.

You’re the Best! Sign Here, Please 

Take, for example, the classic salesman. If he’s any good at his job, you want to like him, even though you know you should take anything he says with a grain of salt. You’re wondering if he’s the exception to the rule, the honest needle in the otherwise shady haystack. The answer: probably not. He might be a great guy, but he has a job to do. Part of that job includes charming potential customers so that they’ll drop their guard along with their hard-earned cash.

Someone who’s working hard to win you over will:

• Smile. A lot.

• Use a firm handshake.

• Use eye contact in a way that makes you take notice. (He doesn’t over- or underuse it.)

• Widen his eyes and possibly raise his eyebrows as you speak.

• Nod when you speak.

Yep, this guy knows exactly how to reel you in, make you feel like his numero uno customer, and sell you an inferior product at a ridiculous markup. And what’s more, you may be well aware that this guy isn’t for real, and you end up falling for his act anyway. Don’t feel too badly about it; you aren’t his first victim and you won’t be his last.

Protecting Yourself Against False Charms 

What is this power that body language has over people, and how can you defend yourself against it? Is there some sort of invisible shield available to those who are extremely gullible or should everyone simply adopt a completely cynical attitude?

While cynicism is certainly one way to protect against professional fibbers, it’s also a really lousy way to go through life. Sure, you’ll end up blocking access to the undesirables, but you’ll also end up shielding yourself from good, genuine people. No, the best way to fight back is to arm yourself with knowledge: What are the classic body language signs that indicate lying? Which signs tell you that someone may not necessarily be lying, but may not be telling you the whole truth? In asking (and answering) these questions,  what you’re really looking for are the practical uses of an understanding of body language.

Learn It, Know It, Use It!

You’ve already read about a few situations that can be heavily impacted by body language. There are plenty of everyday situations where you’ll find it helpful to know a thing or two about what someone’s body is saying while she is talking, including:

• First (and last) dates 

• Job interviews 

• Meetings with clients 

• Interactions with salespeople 

• Dealings with children 

• Traveling abroad 

• Watching a politician speak 

In each of these situations, you need to know how to interpret the other person’s nonverbal cues in order to understand what she’s saying, but your part doesn’t end there. In order to send your own message successfully, you need to get a handle on your own body language. Fortunately, you’ve come to the right place. Not only does this book give you advice for reading and sending nonverbal messages, it also reminds you—again and again—about putting those cues into an appropriate context so that you don’t misread others’ intentions.

You might be wondering how many body language cues there are and how you’ll ever keep them straight. The best place to begin is by studying yourself. Once you learn to recognize your own nonverbal behaviors, it’s much easier to evaluate someone else’s.


Chapter 2
What You’re Saying 
Without Saying a Word 

Chapter 1 talked about the study of body language—where and when the concept began and how people use it to evaluate perfect strangers on the street. This chapter will turn the tables, so to speak, and take a look at what you’re saying to other people with your gestures and movements. This isn’t an attempt to make you feel badly about yourself; it’s a wake-up call for you to realize that (almost) every move you make can be interpreted as a message by someone else. What kind of signals are you sending?

What Body Language Tells People about You 

Even if you don’t particularly believe that gestures and motions contain a hidden language, plenty of other people do. Some of these people are intentionally searching for patterns in your behavior; others are simply intuitive enough to know when there’s something amiss (such as when your mouth is saying one thing but your body is telling a completely different story). Fair or not, people tend to look at one another as open books. When the book seems to be written in a language you don’t understand, body language is often brought in as the interpreter.

Right on Cue(s) 

You can understand someone being interested in gestures if they happen to be a psychologist or an anthropologist (in other words, if they have a “legitimate” reason to study human behavior), but why does your friend analyze every piece of seemingly random data concerning her boyfriend’s eye movements? How can she be so convinced that he’s lying? (And why is he such a bad liar?)

In Chapter 1, you read that people learn certain body language cues from each other. For example, you might learn from a mentor at work how to carry yourself in a professional manner in the office. People also find— and copy—examples of body language presented in the media. One celebrity exhibits a certain behavior, such as fist-bumping or excessive pouting, fans mimic him, and before you know it you’ve got a whole new set of body language cues to deal with on a personal basis. Real people might misuse these cues, though, which only confuses things further.

[image: 9781598694192_0029_001]

How a gesture is interpreted depends on who’s using it and the setting he’s using it in. Using “hip” hand motions in a bar makes you look like one of the guys, but displaying those same gestures in the office might make you look unprofessional.

User or Nonuser 

Even if you think you don’t use body language, you do. Every single day, you move your hands, your head, your legs, and your torso, probably without thinking about the messages attached to those movements.

Most people send off body language signals because they don’t know much about the study of physical gestures. They’re relaxed and simply going about their business. These men and women are easy to observe and analyze, because they have no idea what their gestures are saying to the outside world.
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Some people specifically study and perfect their body language to get ahead in life (salespeople and politicians, for example). Watch out for them—they’re very skilled in matching their spoken word to their body movements, sending out a message that seems genuine but in many cases is anything but.

When you first start learning about body language and the ways you physically display the thoughts you believed were hidden safely in your head, it’s natural to say to yourself, “I’m going to sit on my hands and not make eye contact with people. I don’t want anyone reading my behavior!”  But if you read far enough into any body language book, you’ll know that sitting on the hands sends a message all its own, as does shifty eye contact.

Darned If You Do, Darned If You Don’t 

If all body language sends a message, does that mean you’re trapped in a form of communication that you don’t necessarily want to use? Maybe you feel that there’s no point in learning anything else on the topic because no matter what you do, people are going to analyze your moves and decide if what you’re saying is genuine. Well . . . that’s true (at least to some extent).  And most of the time, this isn’t a problem; it’s just the way life works. You might find yourself in quite the predicament, though, when the body language you’re using is sending the wrong message.

For example, let’s say you’re rubbing your face while you tell your boss that your project is coming along terrifically. Maybe you have an itch; maybe your face is swollen; or maybe that facial rub just feels good to you. Trouble is, it’s also a classic sign that someone’s fibbing. And since many high-level managers take actual classes in understanding body language, you might suddenly find yourself under a microscope at work without knowing why.
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Many businesses offer courses in body language, for several reasons: Salespeople need to know how to project a likeable persona; they also need to know how to spot a customer’s weak points. Your boss, meanwhile, might study body language so that he knows the appropriate ways to deal with his international cohorts. Do a Web search for business-oriented body language Web sites and/or check out www.presentation-pointers.com.

Contradicting Yourself 

Scientists, sociologists, psychologists, and anthropologists all have their own reasons for studying body language. The average person also has a reason: to make sure that the messages he’s sending with his body back up his verbal statements. Many studies have shown that when verbal and nonverbal massages are at odds, people tend to trust the nonverbal cues. This tends to lead to a lot of confusing situations. (For example, you may analyze a date and think, “He said he likes me, but he was really standoffish. So does he like me or not?” Classic verbal/nonverbal confusion.)

What Are You Doing Wrong?

Spot the flawed body language in these situations:

• You’re out to dinner with your boyfriend, professing your love while staring intently—with raised eyebrows—at your water glass.

• You’re arguing with a friend. You stand with your legs crossed at the ankles and your arms crossed tightly over your chest, flaring your nostrils as you insist your point of view is right.

• Your coworker asks if you’ve finished the report you’re working on; he needs it. You make direct eye contact, rub the back of your neck and say, “It’s just about done.”

In the first situation, the lack of eye contact detracts from your message.  Eye contact is generally made during conversation and held during intense moments, such as this one. The eyebrow-raise (something you’ll read about in Chapter 7) indicates a person believes what he’s saying, so that may save you here.

In the argument scenario, you’ve pulled your body in tightly, making yourself as small as possible, indicating that you’re protecting yourself against your friend—but why would you need protection if you’re right?

In the coworker situation, that neck-rub betrays the fact that your report is nowhere near complete. Self-touches are comforting measures, used to ease the stress of an uncomfortable situation (like when you’re lying to someone’s face). The hand to the back of the head or neck is a classic sign of anxiety and fibbing.
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The point of learning body language isn’t to help you become a better liar. Body language helps you to project a confident, genuine message and also helps to prevent misunderstandings, no matter what the situation.

Do Two Wrongs Make a Right?

If two gestures contradict each other, do they simply cancel each other out? This is the very question that confuses so many people! Take that first scenario again—maybe you are madly in love with this guy, but if you continue to avoid eye contact with him, he’s going to start to wonder about your intentions. The other two scenarios are similar. Regardless of whether you’re  telling the truth, the other person is picking up a nonverbal message from you. If that message happens to say, “I don’t believe what I’m saying,” the other person is going to run with it. It won’t matter if you’re 100 percent right in the argument with your friend, for example; she’ll continue to argue her side of the issue because she sees the chink in your armor.

Body Parts and Body Language 

This book will give you an overview of almost every body part (limited to those parts that are on display in polite company, of course) in an effort to shed some light on the messages emanating from these various areas. This section includes a brief overview of the regions of the body as they relate to body language.

• Head: Used for affirming (nodding) or denying (headshake) information. Various angles of the head are also used to convey interest in what another person is saying.

• Face: Conveys emotion, which will be discussed later in this chapter. The eyes are of particular interest, since you can snub someone simply by refusing to look his way.

• Shoulders: Used for showing lack of interest (shrug; angling away from another person).

• Arms: Can be used to express emotion; also used to make oneself look larger (hands-on-hips position). Arm-crossing may indicate emotional discomfort, while flexing and extending the arms is a way to express strong emotion (positive or negative).

• Hands: Can be used in a variety of ways: to express emotion; to show camaraderie (handshake); to show discomfort (self-touches).

• Legs: Angling the legs is important. Pointing them toward the person you’re speaking to shows interest; also, positioning of the legs can show power (wide stance) or fear (standing with legs crossed). Pigeon-toed people tend to look young, naïve, and sloppy.

Personalities in Disguise 

Is there anything more unsettling than realizing that someone isn’t what you thought he was? Not finding out that your spouse has been leading a double life (though that might be a bit unsettling, too), but the realization that someone you thought was a real peach turns out to be a complete jerk, or vice versa.

Take a situation where you don’t actually know a person very well but you see him often enough to draw certain conclusions about him—maybe he’s a neighbor, a coworker, or a friend of a friend. You’ve seen him in action from a distance and he appeared to be as crabby as they come; now you’ve had the opportunity to talk to him and you can’t believe how sweet he is!  How could you have misjudged him so badly? You probably based your initial impressions on (drum roll, please) his body language.

Innocence Masked as Arrogance 

Actually, this isn’t an uncommon occurrence. Shy people are often perceived as being unfriendly and uppity. Think back to your days in high school and to all of those people you labeled as snobs. Sure, some of them held themselves in very high esteem, but were there a few who simply never spoke to anyone? Is it possible that they weren’t stuck-up but were scared of other people?

How do these mistaken assignments of personality traits occur? Well, take the classic body language cues that indicate someone is open and friendly, like:

• A broad smile 

• Good eye contact 

• Good posture 

• Physical touches (hugs, little touches on the arm, etc.)

• Angling his body to face you when you talk 

People who are very insecure (and/or painfully shy) often don’t display these traits. They keep to themselves in the most literal sense, avoiding any  kind of contact with others. It’s not that they dislike people, exactly; they just don’t have the social skills to deal with them.
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