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CHAPTER ONE: Body language: What is it, what’s it for, how can you spot it in others, and what can you do to make it work for you? Maybe you feel like body language is kind of a silly pseudostudy. If we all use it, it’s just what humans do—so we must understand it already, right? Probably not as well as you’d think. Knowing the facts about body language gives us the skinny on what’s really going on at work, at home, or at this week’s book club meeting (are these ladies really happy, or are those constant smiles fake?), and knowing how to control our own bodies can make our communications that much more effective.

THE HISTORY BEHIND THE STUDY

Researchers in incredibly varied fields have been interested in humans’ capacity for nonverbal communication for thousands of years. In fact, rumor has it that the ancient Romans were even interested in tying the spoken word to the body’s movements.

Body language falls under the studies of:
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… and under the category this book will put it into, which is everyday, got-to-know-this-information. (No term paper due on this, but you will take a quiz or two!)

Charles Darwin, who gave us the theory of evolution, is credited with really advancing the study of body language in the late nineteenth century. After noting that humans and animals had similar means of expressing emotions through facial movements, he formed a theory: It was necessary to understand how animals expressed themselves emotionally before we could truly understand how humans express themselves, as all of this is linked by evolution. Since animals obviously let their bodies do their talking, Darwin theorized that humans followed suit.
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In the 1970s, an anthropologist named Ray Birdwhistell developed the theory of kinesics, which is the study of body movement. He based much of his work on Darwin’s theories, and is considered an expert in the field of body language.



Most researchers in this field theorize that all of us have three “sets” of body language:


	Natural or inborn body language, like when you turn red when you’re angry.

	Learned body language, like the “We’re number one” hand signal.

	Signals that are a mix of the two. These vary from person to person, but crying is one example. We’re all born with the ability to cry; some of us learn to “use” it for personal gain or for attention in certain situations.



Fact is, every single person gives off hundreds of nonverbal messages every day—and we respond to hundreds more. There are varying estimates as to how much of our daily communicating is accomplished through body language (some range as high as 90 percent), with most estimated percentages settling right around the 75 
percent mark.

“What?!” you ask. “How can I be sending signals that I’m not intending to send?”

Very easily. Read on.

COMMUNICATION AT ODDS

Often, we know exactly which signals we’re sending. We’re angry with someone, we confront them with our hands on our hips, eyebrows down, and a low, assertive tone of voice. This follows Darwin’s theory, by the way, that everything about us—including our body language—has evolved from the animal kingdom. While animals don’t strike a stance with paws on hips, they will attempt to make themselves seem larger in a confrontation (which is what the hands-on-hips stance is all about), and they will adapt their facial expressions and “voice” patterns to aggression. Watch an animal get angry sometime (and keep out of his way). You’ll note that humans use some of the same tools to express themselves in times of conflict.
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Though there are some similarities in the types of body language humans and animals employ, there are also some major differences in how some of those signals are interpreted. This is why body language plays a major role in training a dog, for example, as there are certain movements that show the dog that the trainer is dominant. Dogs naturally respond to these signals.



Talk, Talk, Talk

Of course, humans also have the gift of language, which only complicates matters. You see a dog getting angry, and you know what he’s thinking. He’s not pretending to be angry in order to manipulate a situation. With a human … you can’t always be so sure. Anger, happiness, sadness—any emotion can be faked through body language. Moreover, we sometimes unintentionally say one thing while our bodies act as a billboard for a completely different message.

What happens when humans’ words start contradicting their body language? We tend to believe the body language in these cases. Imagine this: You’re having a romantic dinner with a charming man, and he’s telling you how interesting you are. He just can’t get over your beauty, your intelligence, and your incredible sense of humor. And yet … as he’s talking, he’s looking over your shoulder, he’s watching the waiters walk past your table, and he’s fiddling with his silverware.

Later, you’re wondering what the heck that was all about. He told you all the right things, and yet … you were left feeling that something isn’t quite right. It’s because his body language was telling you a completely different story, which happened to send you the exact opposite message: He’s not interested. (We’ll get into the specifics of the signals he’s sending off here, and we’ll cover more romantic crises in Chapter Nine.)
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When someone tells us one thing with their mouth and something different with their movements and expressions, we tend to believe the physical expressions, even if we don’t realize it. It’s because of this lack of realization of the disconnect between the spoken word and body language among humans everywhere that we often find ourselves confused about what’s really happening in our relationships.



The man in question is obviously unaware of the contradiction between his spoken message and his movements. After all, he’s indicating through his body language that the words coming out of his mouth are untrue. (Why he’s contradicting himself, we may never know, but if he were aware of the signals he’s putting out, you can be sure he’d change either his verbal message or his nonverbal one.) If you can learn to read body language, you can walk away from a situation like this with a fairly good idea of where you stand with someone, no matter what you’ve been told. (More on personal relationships in the next section.)

The Art of Body Language

After reading this situation, you may be thinking, “Ah-ha! Now I can deconstruct all of those quirky personality types I’m dealing with!” Maybe with a little learning and a lot of practice you can, but it’s not always as easy as knowing which signals are sending which messages. There’s a bit more involved in reading others’ nonverbal communication.

Although Darwin’s theory tells us that we’re born giving off certain signals, these signals aren’t always involuntary. In other words, even though body language is an innate trait, it can also be learned—and manipulated. This can be a good thing, as in the case of acing a job interview by using your posture effectively, or it can be a bad thing, if a used car salesman convinces you with his eyes that the hunk of junk on the showroom floor is actually 
primo transportation.
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When it comes to business dealings, you’re wise to have your guard up and your body language filtering glasses on. Salesmen, for example, are well schooled in sending nonverbal messages; when you’re dealing with them, you should be, too. You can also find examples of the use of body language in advertisements and TV shows.



Body language is also specific from person to person. As in the case of the seemingly disinterested date, his body language might be telling you that he’s just a highly distractible person. It’s not really fair to judge a person in this situation based on one interaction. What’s more important in personal relationships is to look for patterns of behavior and disruptions in those patterns (some mothers can tell, for example, when their kids are lying to them simply based on the child’s body language—the stance, the eye movements, the telling shoulder shrug, all of which differ from the kid’s normal behavior).

Learning the Ropes

So why should we learn to read body language? We can really only use it when we’re face-to-face with someone, which means that when we’re thinking someone on the phone is lying to us, we’ll still be in the dark. Well, there’s lesson number one: It’s easier for someone to lie to you over the phone, precisely because it’s easier to tell a whopper when you’re not worried about your body language giving you away. If you know, for example, that you tend to purse your lips when you’re being less than honest, and you’re telling an untruth face-to-face, you may try to control this movement—which may exacerbate the situation and, in turn, your body language, giving yourself away all the more. Tell the same lie on the phone, your tone of voice may well conceal your true intentions, and your lips can tighten up as much as they want—they’ll tell no tales other than the ones you intend to tell. Literally hiding our body language is a great relief in certain situations—but knowing which movements give our true message away is important, in any case.
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Understanding body language can enhance our personal, work, and social relationships. Knowing how and why others send nonverbal messages essentially opens up a whole new world of comprehending people, their personalities, and their motives.



Consider how learning about body language could help you in this situation: At the office holiday party, you spot the coworker you’ve been dreaming about for months. She’s coming your way, and you’re getting sweaty. You want her to know that you find her attractive. She stops to speak to you, and you’re suddenly rocking back and forth on your feet, jingling the change in your pocket, and looking down at her feet. She walks away, unsure if you’re having a seizure and wondering if she should call a paramedic. You think you’ve blown it for sure. Your body language told this woman that you’re extremely nervous in her 
presence—and what she does with that information now is out of your hands. (Will she steer clear of you, or will she read your signals correctly and find your nervousness endearing? Either way, your intended message—that you like her and that you’d like to know her better—got lost during your little jingling dance.)

How could this have gone differently? If you can learn to control—manipulate—certain aspects of your body language that you find undesirable or that are simply not working for you in specific situations, you’ll walk away from similar interactions feeling as though you sent the right message (instead of a quirky one).

Wow. Pretty confusing stuff. Must be time for a test.

DECODING THE MESSAGES

Before you get into the rest of this book, test what you already know about how others present themselves without saying a word. How can you tell, for example, if that guy at work really digs you? How will you know if your neighbor has truly led the most amazing life or is just a fibber? And what kinds of things do you need to watch for in your own body language, so that you aren’t divulging information you’d rather keep to yourself?

Number Two Pencil, Please

You really could use a Number Three pencil, or a pen—or a crayon, for that matter. Jot your answers down; the answers and their explanations are contained in the following section.


	Your boss walks into a meeting and shakes the hand of the division manager. You notice that your boss offers his hand with his palm facing the floor. Any special significance to this gesture?

	Why do politicians love to use those rehearsed hand gestures? Don’t they know how phony they look?

	When you put your feet up on your desk and yawn while talking to a subordinate, what kind of message is this sending? Are you tired, lazy, or simply relaxed?

	You’re on a date with a woman who is smiling, smiling, smiling at everything you say. In fact, she hasn’t stopped smiling yet. Is this girl for real?

	Lifting the eyebrows when you’re talking to someone: sign of dominance or interest?

	You’re leaving a meeting with a colleague, who puts her hand on your back as the two of you walk out the door. Should you be concerned?

	Your brother’s Adam’s apple is constantly jumping up and down whenever you talk to him. Does this indicate that he’s being less than truthful?

	While speaking with your neighbor about her reign as the Queen of Sheba, she constantly touches her face. What should this tell you?

	A coworker insists on crossing her arms every time you speak with her. Why is she on the defensive all 
the time?

	What does your mascara say about you?

	Although he assures you it’s all right that you lost an important file, you can see your boss’s neck turning red. Is he just anxious, or should you start looking for a new job?

	Your teenager is lying to you for the umpteenth time this week—you think. This time, she’s raising her eyebrows to drive her point home. Believe her or not?

	A date refuses to look you in the eye. What’s that all about?

	Your best friend has this way of telling a story with her hands flapping in front of her, palms facing upward. Why is she doing this?

	While arguing with your loved one, you’re disturbed to see him draw a completely blank face. What’s he saying by doing this?



The Answers to Life’s Questions

All right, there may be a few questions about life that aren’t answered by this book, but these are still important facts. Here we go with the explanations:


	Your boss’s palm-down handshake is a gesture of dominance. In other words, he wants to make it very clear to the manager that this office is run by him (meaning your boss). More on the handshake in Chapter Two.

	Politicians find themselves in a tough spot: Hiding the hands is a sure sign of dishonesty (but there are many, many hand signals that indicate dishonesty, as well). Most people assume that politicians are not 100 percent honest, however, so most choose a set of hand gestures that show the hands behaving in a fairly consistent manner whenever they speak in public. The movements are rehearsed, but more importantly, they’re controlled.

	This set of signals indicates that you are comfortable in your position and that you’re not going anywhere—i.e., the subordinate should just keep on working around you and your throne.

	A smile that goes on and on and on is probably not genuine. Look at her eyes. If you can see that her crow’s feet are fully engaged, the smile is more likely to be real. More on facial expressions in Chapter Four.

	Lifting the eyebrows while you’re speaking to someone can have several different meanings. This gesture essentially underlines what’s already written on your face. In this case, as long as the rest of your facial features are registering interest, it shows in your raised eyebrows.

	Shuffling someone out the door in this manner is a show of dominance, and may mean that your colleague views you as less than her equal.

	An Adam’s apple is not susceptible to emotion; if your brother’s Adam’s apple can’t sit still, it’s a physical thing, and not an indication of deception. If he’s constantly clearing his throat, however, he may be lying. The throat tends to close up when one is nervous or uncomfortable.

	Touching oneself on the face, neck, arms, or wherever may be a sign of a dishonest person trying to pull the wool over your eyes. But this is a case where you need to know more about this person to establish a pattern. She could just be nervous about something unrelated (though her recent dethroning is likely the cause).

	Contrary to popular belief, the arm cross isn’t a sure-fire sign of being on the defensive. Sometimes, it’s just a comfortable position. Look at how the arms are crossed: Are they pulled into her body tightly? She may be nervous. Are the arms loose and out to her sides? She could be pulling the classic increase-her-size maneuver, which is a sign of dominance.

	Makeup is an interesting little topic. Women’s 
attempt to widen their eyes, conceal their less-than flawless 
skin, and plump up those lips is an attempt to appear younger, and the theories explaining the reason behind this are similar: The first is that we’re just trying to attract men, who are inherently drawn to fertile, young women. The second states that we’re actually trying to echo a baby’s face—which makes men feel protective of us.

	Flushing of the ears, neck, or face is often the first sign (and, in cases like this, sometimes the only sign) of impending anger or rage. Flushing can also occur as a result of anxiety, so it’s important to assess the situation and other body language cues. (For example, if your boss also won’t look you in the eye, you’ve got a big problem. Go home and look through the want ads.)

	As mentioned before, the eyebrows are there to drive home a point. When someone raises their eyebrows while speaking, it’s often an indication that they believe the words that are coming out of their own mouth (and hence are telling the truth as far as they know). Take that for what it’s worth when a crafty teen is involved.

	Refusing to look a new mate in the eye isn’t necessarily a sign of disinterest or deception. In fact, the gaze-down, as it’s called, can be read as a sign of submission, and is quite common in new relationships. Also, eye contact differs among cultures, so if your date is Japanese, he’s probably just being polite. More on eye contact in Chapter Three.

	Palms-up is generally a sign of goodwill towards humanity. Your friend is trying to draw people to her by using this hand motion. In a business setting, the palms-up gesture is often an attempt to build a bridge.

	The blank face is the ultimate statement. It says, “I’m not here. Go away.” Actually, all of us use the blank face in social situations all the time—when we walk through the grocery store, for example, we aren’t all smiles and raised eyebrows. Even if we make eye contact with someone, we’re likely to look away quickly.



So … how’d you do? The important thing to acknowledge is that body language is real, and it’s all around us, all the time. It affects all of our communications, as much as or more so (in some cases) than the spoken word.
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