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“Year after year, Gallup conducts a public poll that consistently highlights members of Congress as the least honest professionals in our society. Wouldn’t it be great to have an instruction manual that helps us separate reality from fabrication in the communication habits of our political leaders? Fortunately, we now have such a resource. Dr. Van Natten’s latest book is a must-have, particularly in our current political climate.”

—Curt Lox, PhD, Dean of Brooks College of Health, University of North Florida

“In the era of fake news and lying politicians, who can you trust? It may just come down to what they don’t say—their body language. In The Body Language of Politics, Dr. Donna Van Natten challenges our own emotional bias toward certain politicians by exposing the deceptions found in their non-verbal communication. This is a true eye-opener and a game changer to inform our voting decisions.”

—Marcel Schwantes, podcaster, founder of Leadership from the Core

“My highest praise for this incredibly insightful and inspirational book. Dr. Donna Van Natten’s insight and guidance on the importance and awareness of understanding our individual levels of bias, prejudice, and emotional intelligence, is an absolute “winner” and a must read for leaders and managers at all levels. The Body Language of Politics is a great way to “check” our own beliefs and behaviors and a gift for those seeking excellence and truth in our politicians at all levels! Thank you for a great and impactful read!”

—Maj. Robert Darling, President & CEO of Quantitative Analytics, LLC, author of 24 Hours Inside the President’s Bunker: 9-11-01: The White House

“This is a fascinating insight into the subliminal messages we send though our everyday actions. Dr. Van Natten carefully guides the reader through the verbal, non-verbal, and sociological aspects of human interaction and how impactful and consequential they can be. Any leader, whether political or organizational, will benefit from reading this book.”
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Foreword

Not a week goes by where I am not scouring here and there for something worthwhile to broaden my understanding of nonverbal communications. Whether it’s for business, for relationship building, or best practices, my mind is keen to learn from others and gain new insights.

Since 1971, I have pursued, with ever greater appreciation, the myriad of catalysts that influence our behaviors and make us uniquely communicative, diverse, and, thus, human. We are so different than all other mammals—we are the only species that can suspend disbelief and allow ourselves to be tricked into believing the fictional. When we cry in sympathy for a beloved character in a play, we are in a way displaying how vulnerable we are to something that is entirely fictional. In the same way we are moved by symbols, be it a flag that stirs our patriotism or a banner that affirms our unity with a winning team. We think we are very rational in everything we do, when in fact, we should take pause, which is why I am always looking to learn what else should I know about the things that cause our behavior or influence our decisions.

Finding books that add to the current state of knowledge, that make us think and ponder, are not that common. How often does a book come around that makes you not just think, but also makes you observe the world differently and makes you question how you see the world? That same eagerness for greater knowledge is shared by many, not just me.

And so, imagine my joy when I received The Body Language of Politics by Dr. Donna Van Natten in my mailbox. I am so very pleased she wrote this book. It fulfills my yearning to know: What more is there? What have I missed? What should I be looking for or examining? What have others observed that I have missed? Have I considered this? The book accomplishes all of that succinctly and with the kind of ample research one should expect from a seasoned expert. So with delight I devoured the book with an impish glee that I was being granted access to this material before the general public and I would have the benefit of this knowledge in advance of others.

With this work, Dr. Van Natten tackles a very interesting subject that is both consequential and timely—that is, how do nonverbal communications influence politics? I am not sure twenty-five years ago this topic could have been addressed as authoritatively as it is here because we now know so much more about what influences humans. The decisions we make every day that we think are so rational and so cognitively based, are in fact made on shaky ground. As Dr. Van Natten quickly shows us from the ample research, we humans are often seduced by such seemingly trivial things as: height, weight, gender, color of skin, even the superficial beauty of a candidate. Seemingly unimportant, and yet we attach so much importance to them; after all, isn’t that often how we chose our mates?

Why this deep dive into how we are influenced matters is because character drives behavior, temperament drives behavior, worthiness drives the behavior of those we elect, and yet we often elect individuals not on these consequential traits, but rather, on superficial traits that are nothing more than cosmetic at best or manipulative and deceitful at worst.

Even if you are up on the literature of social engineering and nonverbal communications you will be pleasantly surprised at how Dr. Van Natten brings this all together as a complete package for us to consider. This book is not just for the nonverbal aficionado, Dr. Van Natten has gone further than merely writing about nonverbals—she has performed a civic duty to prepare us for those important decisions we make when we elect officials.

I say civic duty because it is rare to find an author that enlightens us to the point where it compels us to look further, to do our due diligence, our civic responsibility—not tribal cheerleading or mindless, politically yoked subservience that seems so pervasive.

Whether we are considering the effect of gender on our decision making, to subconscious stereotyping, to the halo effect that some people seem to have, or the effect that the media has on us, these are all well examined for our consideration. As are our emotional biases, which may be psychologically comforting because they are familiar, but they infringe upon our ability to see objectively and with clarity.

Dr. Van Natten explores how informed decisions are being challenged, if not threatened, in unprecedented ways, which brings into question our own ability to justify how we make decisions. For those seeking answers, it is all here; one merely has to look at two things: the table of contents (amply focused) and the bibliography.

Perhaps most intriguing are the insights into our ability to detect when politicians are lying to us. When they are being deceptive, manipulative, or conniving, how can we know with any kind of assurance? What are the pitfalls of trying to establish veracity as we work our way through what at times seems a constellation of candidates? Dr. Van Natten’s work is most helpful here, as this is our personal responsibility—not for the media to tell us who is honest and certainly not for talking heads, but rather, through our own efforts.

As I reflect back on this book, I am also mindful of what my job is, as a student of nonverbals, as an author, and in writing this foreword. My job is neither to summarize this work nor to act as a cheerleader. I leave that to others. My job is to ensure that you understand that this is not a trivial work, that it matters greatly, that it is timely, and that if it is an easy and engaging read, so much the better. If I merely said that you should read this book because you will be better for it and because our nation will be better for it and that is reason enough, then too I would have done my job. Period.

—Joe Navarro, former FBI Special Agent, lecturer, and author of the international bestseller, What Every BODY is Saying





CHAPTER 1

The Political Landscape: An Analysis of the Media and Appearance

In the 1980s, experts began to see the significance of body language in politics. “[B]ody language may be the new communications signal in campaigns” (Griffith, 1984).

May be? I assure you that body language is the communication signal that steers our thoughts, emotions, judgments, and reactions. While we like to believe that our language and our bodies are two distinct, controllable entities, they are not. They constantly work in tandem to deliver messages to others.

Politicians must respect that communication is of great importance. Mastery of communication is key for success. Nonverbal communication provides an avenue to demonstrate this, and it must be intentional. Our body language, a significant part of nonverbal communication, demonstrates feelings, thoughts, and ideas for the masses.

Politics is the art of managing one’s self. It is the business of impacting government while navigating complex relationships. It requires a savvy person who can meet the demands of individuals while simultaneously adhering to society’s expectations.

More importantly, politics is image management. It must be closely monitored and controlled at all times. Both professionally and personally, a person in the twenty-four-hour spotlight must be keenly aware of the image he or she wants to present. One’s nonverbals—defined as movements of one’s body, gestures, expressions and sounds without using words, the use of time and space, and interactions with others—impact a leader’s image. While most elements of this intricate formula are within a person’s control, there remain situations in which the leader, the politician or candidate, has little or no control.

Every person, including politicians, leaves an imprint on others via management of ourselves or, lack thereof. As Sabuncuoglu (2005) suggests, “[i]mpressing others is placed in the basis of leadership.” As humans, we learn from an early age that impressing other people gives us status and makes us stand out. So, mastering one’s self is quite an art.

Nonverbals also strongly impact our view of how we communicate and influence others. As political candidates vie for top positions, there remains a specific personal profile for such leaders. Rooted in the literature, this impressive laundry list includes:


√ Dominance

√ Empathy

√ Independence

√ Self-efficacy

√ Self-monitoring



Add body language to that list. The challenge to display a strong, but empathetic, independent leader with self-control is daunting while ensuring that these traits come through one’s nonverbals.

Look at the photographs below of leaders. Which traits would you assign to each politician? Do any display the traits that you personally expect from a leader? I predict you have a favorite and one you can’t stand.
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General Colin Powell.
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Speaker Nancy Pelosi.
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President George H. W. Bush.

We have high expectations for leaders—or at least we should. In addition to being leadership influencers, we also expect these persons to have charismatic personalities while possessing inspiration and motivation. If you think about it, it’s a nearly impossible expectation.

We also believe that good leaders should maintain reserved body movements, demonstrate interest in the matter at hand, speak well, and interact with their followers. Deviate from these hidden rules, and suspicions quickly arise. These nonverbal rules are powerful; actually, they are more powerful than spoken words as confirmed by decades of communication research.
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US Vice President Joe Biden and Republican vice presidential candidate US Rep. Paul Ryan participate in the vice presidential debate as moderator Martha Raddatz looks on at Centre College October 11, 2012 in Danville, Kentucky.

Remember the October 2012 debate between vice presidential candidates Republican Paul Ryan and Democrat Joe Biden? At times throughout the debate, the candidates’ dramatic facial expressions and verbal attacks captivated viewers. It was impossible to ignore the shifts in tone highlighting sarcastic, aggressive, slashing, and unhinged behaviors. There were several childish and rude nonverbals from both candidates—which did not go unnoticed by viewers. From vivid hand gestures, to laughing “at” the other candidate’s response while tilting back in the chair, each candidate’s body language reinforced his verbal message.

Leaders influence others by intentionally using their nonverbals, including eye contact, mannerisms, body movements, use of space, tone of voice, hand gestures, touch, smiling, and even walking with a “bounce in the step.”

For example, the Prime Minister of the United Kingdom (1994-2007), Tony Blair, showed his anxiousness when he fiddled with his fingers. This subtle nonverbal, also known as “a tell,” indicated a small gesture of self-soothing. While many may not have noticed, the savvy viewer always noticed. In the United States, President George W. Bush would bite the inside of his cheek when he was anxious. President Bill Clinton would intentionally bite his lower lip trying to appear emotional. There are hundreds of gestures and facial nonverbals that “tell” one’s inner thoughts, hold our attention, and speak to us—though not necessarily through the mouth.
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British Prime Minister David Cameron and his wife Samantha Cameron (L) welcome former Prime Minister Gordon Brown and his wife, Sarah Brown to Number 10 Downing Street on July 24, 2012.

By making eye contact, the receiver instantly feels special—like he or she might be the only one in the room. Eyes also solicit emotional responses based on crying, movement of the muscles around the eyes, and condition of the health of the eyes. Strong and sustained eye contact while speaking with someone draws us in. “Look into my eyes.” We might even call it rather captivating.
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Kamala Harris as she visits the outside of a detention center for migrant children.

Most of us were raised to be on our best behaviors when in public. We were raised to use good manners. This basic expectation is also expected of politicians, so when we watch a leader with bad manners, uncertainties arise. Regardless of role or title, gracious hosts are more attractive and appealing. Bad manners are just that—bad.

We quickly react when we see someone, especially an adult, have a temper tantrum. We’ll even stare at this person as he or she becomes unhinged. While we may be amused, we do not like it. We especially do not like it from our leaders. As we watch these unbecoming nonverbal body behaviors in action, we also take into consideration the person’s proximity to us to and the ill-behaved person’s physicality in specific spaces. All these are important clues for reading body language.

Command of one’s physical space, including stage, room, and office influences our perceptions of leaders. One’s use of proxemics, or the amount of space one feels necessary between self and others, is a critical aspect of body language. During the town hall debate on October 9, 2016 at Washington University, two candidates’ actions and words left their mark on us, the viewers and voters. Then-candidate Donald Trump often made the most of the debate stage when Hilary Clinton would speak. Some argue that he violated her space by coming too close or even looming behind her. Others say he commanded the stage.
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Democratic presidential nominee former Secretary of State Hillary Clinton (R) speaks as Republican presidential nominee Donald Trump listens during the town hall debate at Washington University on October 9, 2016 in St Louis, Missouri.

The media, of course, rushed in to discuss Trump’s negative and overbearing body language during this heavily televised debate. A quick Google search (July 2019) on the topic yielded more than 2.8 million results. According to Clinton’s memoir What Happened, “Trump made [her] feel incredibly uncomfortable and was breathing down [her] neck, while pacing behind [her].” Further, Clinton shared, “Do you stay calm, keep smiling, and carry on as if he weren’t repeatedly invading your space? Or do you turn, look him in the eye and say loudly and clearly: ‘Back up you creep, get away from me. I know you love to intimidate women, but you can’t intimidate me, so back up.’” There’s a strong chance that Trump was intentional with this course of action.

On the other end of the scale, use of space can leave us with a feeling of satisfaction and preference for a candidate. President Obama was known for walking stately across stages, drifting back and forth to capture and engage with his audiences. This broad physical nonverbal action connected the president with people.

Yet, there are those of us who may not connect or identify with a particular person or are on the fence. In cases like these, scholars share that the needs of these “leaderless groups” include a host of expectations, including:


√ Verbal expressiveness

√ Effectiveness

√ Individual prominence

√ Group goal facilitation

√ Group sociability

√ Physical energy

√ Intelligence

√ Emotional stability



We may not have even thought about the significance of each of these requirements, but they are important on a subconscious level. Those in search of a leader look at the physical and emotional stability of a candidate. People seek out a leader who values group dynamics and needs by requiring leaders to have strong verbal and social skills.

As we look for leaders who possess specific traits, we should not overlook the type of leadership we want, and which one draws us in. Leadership styles fall into three broad categories with prescriptive subsets. Transformational leadership, transactional leadership, and laissez-faire leadership are specifically discussed because leaders select one type to drive their message and keep followers.

Transformational leadership requires the leader to be optimistic, excited, and future-driven. This leader must be able to influence others while communicating values, purpose, and mission. Through intellectual stimulation, a transformational leader attacks problems with solutions. Simultaneously, the transformational leader develops, mentors, and attends to individual needs of his or her followers. Prescribed behaviors of this style require going above and beyond with a strong vision. As you read this, you might even be thinking that this style of leadership is rather optimistic, but hard to deliver. From a nonverbal perspective, we might see a candidate leaning in to listen to a voter’s question, or excessively smiling while shaking hands to indicate warmth and authenticity. Strong eye contact, or gazing, is used to let receivers know that they are important.

Transactional leadership, on the other hand, entails a relationship between reward and punishment between the leader and followers. Rewards are distributed when followers perform well. This leader uses a passive approach to keep score of mistakes and failures. He or she may wait to intervene based on the severity of the issue. Active and passive are words often used to describe this type of leadership style. This style tends to be associated with the masculine, as well. Do you know someone like this? Nonverbals may include scowling, scolding, and aggressive facial expressions with a lot of grand hand gestures like finger pointing and raised fists followed by booming word choices. We might even see the bottom teeth similar to how a dog growls when threatened.

The third style which some leaders opt for is laissez-faire leadership, which is a failure to actively engage during critical times. With this type of leadership, little responsibility is noted from the leader along with little or no regard for followers. With minimal or no interference, this leader just goes with whatever dice have been rolled. For some, this is a frustrating style in that no transformation and action are seen. Body language in this type may include little to zero facial expressions, reserved body gestures, or remaining still and poised. Little rattles this type of leader.

Given these specific leadership styles, both transformational and transactional leadership styles are considered effective political styles. We tend to align ourselves with one of these two in order to have a say or participatory role in politics or government. Which one do you prefer? Recent presidents have displayed nonverbals respective of each style.

We also assign status to people who can bring something to us. They may have something that we desire, so by aligning with them, we elevate them to a status that helps advance our personal and political agendas.

Leaders are actors, too. Think about performers turned politicians and their mastery of looking like leaders. From actor turned president, Ronald Reagan, to entertainer turned congressman, Sonny Bono, these actor-leaders have perfected the role of what we believe we want in a leader. In actuality, dozens of actors (and just a few actresses) have transitioned from leading man to leader. In addition to Reagan and Bono, the list includes Arnold Schwarzenegger, Clint Eastwood, Al Franken, Jesse Ventura, Fred Thompson, and Jerry Springer to name a few. Oh, and Cynthia Nixon, too. These people had celebrity status prior to entering politics, thereby they made the transition easier with name recognition.

It shouldn’t go unnoticed that all but one of the actors and entertainers I mentioned are middle-aged white males. Add President Donald Trump to that. His fame as a TV personality and popular TV show host of The Apprentice helped elevate his status among the general public. And, who can forget his famous slogan of “You’re fired.” Talk about a communication tactic that worked!

A sustainable leader must do a lot. They must know their audience, use persuasion, ignore protests, act like the audience is a part of the production, respect the audience’s feelings, imbed trust and respect during speeches, avoid rambling, and use body language to support the verbal message. These are heavy-duty requirements for speaking and challenge even the best orators. Yet, leaders with status get passes because they are a part of our “in-group” and we see them more favorably.

This type of high status is usually freely granted to people who can benefit a group. Applied to positions with a lot of power, like the office of the president, individuals are elevated because they promise to meet the needs of the group and share similar ideologies. In other high-status offices, a person is elevated under these similar conditions. Once admiration is earned, or unearned, the rise to the top is important for understanding how we perceive our favored leaders. This may help us understand how President Trump, with very limited political experience, secured America’s top government position. He first entertained us every week on TV.

Humans are visual creatures; it’s our primary sense for processing information. Today’s sharing of information is visual. So, it would make sense that the media would capitalize on this by its use of images and videos. By splashing photos everywhere, we are able to quickly look at an image and draw a conclusion, or at least, focus on the image to gather more information about it. Have you noticed that TV anchors politely warn us about the “disturbing images we are about to see” and proceed to blow up our screens with them?

Lest we forget, the paparazzi often trample over each other to nab the perfect photo and then unabashedly sell it to the highest bidder. Images are that powerful. And, in low information situations, our assessment of nonverbals is heightened as we judge the image and watch the video. When we don’t know something or haven’t done the research, we default to what we see to provide information and judgment. The almighty media giants know this, too.

Media outlets are intimately intertwined with our personal and professional decisions, including voting preferences. We have twenty-four-hour news access and most media sources unapologetically sway us to support one party or person. Depending on how interviews are edited for maximum viewing with blatant interviewer bias, we are influenced, swayed, and committed to what we see. Forget the truth—just subscribe to your favorite channel or celebrity. Media helps the average person “make sense” of complex political and social issues in our country by validating or producing reasonable rationales. We just accept this for the most part.

Politicians also engage with the media to mold how they develop their image, share information, and make assertions based on their current roles or positions. But I urge you to remember that bias in the media is real. If time is money, then screen time is currency for the mega-rich.

Further, no news is bad news. When candidates receive a lot of airtime, we take notice. Photos influence us. Front page photos above the fold of the newspaper are ideal for recognition. Few of us turn the newspaper pages or scroll down online stories to read the details. It’s just not that important.

Visual politics is considered an important field in that most Americans receive their “education” and information from this source. “Perception politics” is yet another term used as we think about our perceptions of candidates based on extreme visual imagery. While we used to get most of our information from tabloids, TV, and newspapers, today’s clickbait-driven world with instant responses has brought the role of visual politics into a whole new realm. With this, as we know, comes biased, slanted, fake news, and inference interwoven with facts and data. I wonder, how do we know what to believe?

Framing candidates’ nonverbals is important towards forming our opinions of them, as is airtime, journalist bias, and how candidates persuade us. Much of this is done through candidates’ faces glowing from our television screens. This was clearly documented during one 2000 Gore and Bush debate study in which viewers watched the candidates’ nonverbals to determine who looked more “hopeful, intelligent, and caring” versus who looked “out of touch and afraid.” Viewer perception assigned the positive characteristics to Al Gore and thought George Bush had significantly more negative nonverbal behaviors.

Yet, do we believe what we see or what we hear? Scholars repeatedly confirm that seeing is more powerful than just listening to the rhetoric we are used to hearing as part of the debate and campaign process. Bucy and Grabe’s (2007) longitudinal study examined image and sound bites between the 1992 to 2004 presidential campaigns and concluded that total campaign coverage focused on images much more than sound bites. And, when sound bites were aired, they were “found to be largely attack and issue focused.”

Armed with this knowledge, news programs spend a huge amount of time and money covering the candidates with carefully selected images and sound bites during election years. Contender highlights, clips, scandals, and other topics are aired and discussed for hours. The media is well aware of the significance of producing captivating visual images to hook and hold us, the viewers and voters. As a result of keeping us engaged, we remember what we see, how we feel, and, in the end, how we’ll judge. Then, we take our feelings to the voting booths. May we always remember that “the future of this republic is in the hands of the American voter,” as President Dwight D. Eisenhower proclaimed.

Nonverbal communication is an important process as it provides a wealth of information about someone’s emotional state and intentions. This form of communication, if performed well, is a successful tool for politicians to garnish support and loyalty from followers.

With never-ending waves of social media crashing upon us, everyone now has the ability to ride a wave with their voices, opinions, and judgements. No longer are we dependent on being fed information from television networks, radio announcers, and big city newspapers. And, even though many traditional news outlets are thriving, they remain controlled by politically savvy owners who closely monitor viewer ratings.

Think back to when television came into our living room and men anchored the news. Much time was given to the story and it was rich with details. In today’s world, there has been a big shift. The greater percent of airtime has shifted to diverse teams of news anchors, subject experts, and on-the-scene journalists. Subject experts now sit around the table to give their opinions while tabletop banter entertains us. Even online, a few quotes from politicians themselves spark journalist rants, often without much attention to the actual politician’s statements in its full context. Today, clips are short (less than twenty seconds) and we move on to devour more with one simple swipe. Yet, research confirms that these “thin slices” of activity enable us, the viewer, to process and make decisions.

Network TV knows this and is considered a primary source of campaign information for most viewers. A wealth of research on how we see our candidates and leaders televised continues to stress that viewers rely heavily on visual images. Therefore, TV and social media videos and photographs are ideal for telling us what the candidates want us to know about them. Television remains an effective source for information and smart phones have made it common place to take our mini screens with us wherever we go—even to the bathroom. No longer must we rush home to see the evening news. At any time, twenty-hour hours a day, we have access to visual information.

During the 1980s Reagan-Bush campaigns, Bucy and Grabe (2007) found that campaign visuals were extensively used in news reports. This clever form of candidate advertising included a particular story structure, shorter air times, and faster delivery to capture viewers. By quickly engaging viewers, we were able to watch a slew of nonverbal activities within shorter time frames.

Additionally, the length of sound bites has declined over the decades while journalist talk time has increased. News professionals are now a part of the visual story. Often, three or four of them team up to interview and drill a candidate on the issues and, in the end, share their own views about the candidate.

The use of electronic media is increasing, and politicians are forced to use these methods of communication to get their message out. With a continual decrease in sound bites, we have shifted our attention to visual significance. Visual content consumes our screens. From the chiming and dinging of cell phones to the glow of eighty-inch flat screens, we are bathed in direct visual cues from candidates and incessant commentaries from political experts and news teams.

The popularity of split TV screens has enabled us to watch at least two candidates at a time interact and watch the back and forth question/answer process between journalist and candidate. Simultaneously, we are now able to watch and assess the immediate reactions to what someone says or does as a part of a debate—complete with bantering and long-winded interview questions. For example, during one 2012 Obama-Romney debate, viewers actually saw Obama wince when Romney attacked an issue. These real-time reactive behaviors gave us the chance to draw our own conclusions between candidates. This type of body language is key for us to make informed decisions.

TV also amplifies expressive displays and we draw conclusions from even the smallest of nonverbals glaring from our screens. Gong and Bucy (2016) found that “exposure to just a minute or two of televised political exchange allows viewers to make fine-grained assessments of candidate performance, accurately identify who is more social dominant and articulate reasons why and infer a variety of trait characteristics based on observed candidate behavior.” Wow—all that in one minute! It’s no surprise that we are bombarded with campaign ads and commercials during election years. We know the power of a good commercial. Heck, the Superbowl banks on it! So do political campaigns.

And, do we trust more what we see or hear? When the two don’t match, research constantly confirms that we default to what we see. “Viewers may concentrate on the visual aspect of the presentation and ignore the verbal message to reduce cognitive overload” (Gong and Bucy, 2016). While watching televised debates, I suggest you watch who is not speaking. Process their actions and reactions against the knowledge you have about them. Remember that their nonverbals might be quick, but they provide us with powerful data.

Let’s consider the first televised debate between Richard Nixon and John F. Kennedy in 1960. At that time, about eighty-five percent of American households had at least one television. This debate was a rare opportunity for viewers to see their candidate in action and watch their nonverbals. Many huddled around the TV to watch the debate between the two. As most know, Kennedy easily triumphed, and viewers formed positive impressions based on what they saw. Nixon suffered as a result of this aired debate. The primary reasons for this outcome were Kennedy’s captivating nonverbals and Nixon’s ancillary conditions.

Prior to the debate, Nixon had hurt his knee on a car door and it subsequently became infected. When he arrived at CBS studios, he hit it again, causing incredible pain and discomfort which many described as the color “draining from his face.” Makeup was applied to cover Nixon’s dark circles and facial scruff, but hot studio lighting caused Nixon to sweat. Even before the debate started, Nixon’s body language was a problem.

On the other side, tan-skinned Kennedy arrived free of any physical pain. His attractive looks and dashing smile did not go unnoticed by many as he strolled in with an air of confidence.
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The conditions were perfect for Nixon to fail and Kennedy to prevail even before the debate started. Now, think about this for today’s stage of contenders. What might be going on that may impact how they appear and perform? What personal or professional issues are plaguing them that they try hard to suppress? I believe that we probably haven’t given it much thought. And, should we? Most likely the networks will show us what they want us to see.

Television is powerful and unaccountable. We don’t get a choice as to its contents but remain the receivers of what we see and hear. Today, around ninety-six percent of households have at least one TV and/or one cell phone, and eighty-one percent of Americans also own a smartphone (Pew Research Center, 2019). The vast majority of Americans are digitally connected. As experts have announced, visual devices have created “a near revolutionary change in the democratic process.” Adding to this visual overload, we are also subject to never-ending post-debate commentaries, blogs, TV talk shows, and tweets. From the analysis of every word to the dissection of every nonverbal, candidates are broken into micro-sized morsels and offered to the general public, complete with large doses of unsolicited commentaries.

The Internet also has changed how we communicate, learn, feel, and share information. Politically speaking, is it a platform in which the concepts of power, history, demographics, values, emotions, and thought converge to tell a story about politician and voter. Just by engaging online, we become active members of politics. We now have an in-group and feel emotionally connected.

We get to align with the in-group’s cognitive agenda. In turn, we have also identified the out-group, or opponent—the one we blame and attack. Social media provides the vehicle for this rapid movement of thought, feeling, and action. And, the body language of candidates, politicians, and leaders is imbedded throughout.

The Internet has enabled us to have universal access to almost everyone through various communication mediums. As a part of this, the online battleground for power can either bond or break us. We have our favorite TV stations, news anchors, podcasts, and online personalities. And, they also have their preferred political parties and candidates. Nonpartisan news may sound good in theory, but is nearly impossible in reality. Our brains are thirsty for more and rarely are they quenched.

We want to see candidates vie for their spot and come out victorious. We see this through journalists’ rapid firing of questions. Our preferred news style is one of “harrying, rapid-fire cross examination, not hostile but not chummy either” (Griffith, 1984). While that was found to be the norm thirty years ago, today’s question-pelting and rebuttals are rather hostile.

As we often hear, appearances matter. So do gender, age, race, religion, and size. Yet, there has not been a slew of in-depth investigation on the intersection of race, gender, stereotypes, and roles in the public sector. Diversity comes in all shapes and sizes; therefore, as responsible citizens, we must understand the role of race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, age, religion, and other types of diversity because they impact how we pick leaders and vote.

It is well documented that female political leaders are harshly scrutinized based on their appearance. For example, a dress worn by the Prime Minister of the United Kingdom, Theresa May, outlined her breasts and became a source of public opinion. Labor Leader Emily Thornberry was known for wearing “Battle Dress.” Politician Harriet Harman was deemed “dowdy” for her clothing choices. Past presidential candidate Hillary Clinton’s pantsuits were often a source of debate. First Lady Melania Trump’s jacket choice sent the media into overdrive trying to figure out what this jacket back actually meant as she visited Texas detention centers in 2018.

[image: images]

Melania Trump climbs back into her motorcade after traveling to Texas to visit facilities that house and care for children taken from their parents at the US-Mexico border on June 21, 2018.

In regards to the fashion choices of female politicians, Dr. Rhonda Garelick of the Parsons School of Design in New York City wrote that, “It’s crucial not to reduce women to their appearance, that is all too easily and all too frequently done and a huge, sexist mistake. But that does not mean that we can’t acknowledge, appreciate and interpret fashion as part of their (nonverbal) communications.”

Everitt et al. (2016) found that men, more than women, disapproved of “visual dominance” when watching women. Meaning, men didn’t like watching dominant females. Overall, though, female viewers, but not male viewers, were more positive about female politicians as they watched them during a campaign race. However, when males exhibited masculine motions, they were preferred by both genders.

For women, being less animated was favored by voters. Summarizing the findings from this study, when the media focused on female candidates’ more assertive, masculine, and bigger nonverbal displays, they were inadvertently “condemning female candidates to lower agentic (masculine) assessments and a less sympathetic voting public.”

It appears that women must always have “just the right amount of …” as part of their vitae. As if how you dress determines how you can run a country. Or, does her finger pointing remind you of your mother scolding you?

The media will target the physical appearance of a candidate and capitalize on it. One prime example was the weight of former Governor of New Jersey Chris Christie’s during the 2016 election. Political writers, and even late night talk show hosts, had a field day with his weight. References included, “a fat slob,” “elephant in the room,” “fat as a bible-belt leader,” and “morbidly obese.” These slams alone would provide enough “evidence” for many voters to question his fitness for office. Offensive weight references, or even talking about one’s physical appearance, drive news stories and splash across daily headlines. Check out the magazine racks the next time you are standing in a line at the grocery store. Count the number of weight references on the covers. Look at the detail given to how celebrities look. Yes, appearances make the headlines. It’s a big deal.

[image: images]

Then-republican Presidential candidate New Jersey Governor Chris Christie holds a town hall meeting on February 8, 2016 in Manchester, New Hampshire.

Mocking one’s weight also appears to be socially acceptable. When media sources attack politicians’ weight, they infer a lack of personal discipline and control, and then assign it to that person’s ability to lead. Research on US presidential elections even suggested that taller people were assigned the leader role and considered dominant. Along the same vein, higher status individuals were also seen as taller. Perhaps even bigger than life. Yet, these perceptions or assignments of value are not fact-based or true. At times, we struggle with the truths of what we know versus what we see and feel. One such feeling is age bias.
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