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THE POWER OF BODY LANGUAGE






Introduction


What I hide by language, my body utters.

—John Barthes






As a body language expert, I’m in the business of helping people understand each other better. I teach people how to study movements, gestures, and facial expressions so they can decode other people’s thoughts and feelings. The media often asks me to comment on the body language of famous or infamous people such as politicians, Hollywood celebrities, and criminals. Judging from the amount of media coverage they receive, nothing fascinates us more than the private lives of celebrities.

While individual celebrities may fascinate us, when two celebrities come together in love, we are transfixed. We create cute names for them, like “TomKat” and “Brangelina.” We track their dinner dates, their holiday plans, their “baby bumps.”

That’s why, when a celebrity manages to maintain some distance from the media and keep her private life somewhat private, we’re that much more curious. Few A-list celebrities have been as successful at holding the paparazzi at arm’s length as actor Renée Zellweger—even after her ill-fated marriage to Kenny Chesney.

Zellweger met Chesney, a quadruple-platinum country performing artist, in January of 2005 at a concert benefiting the victims of the tsunami. After a brief, intense courtship, they married in a small, romantic ceremony on the beach.

Then their whirlwind romance came to a crashing halt. A mere 128 days later, Zellweger filed for an annulment.

The gossip media was abuzz with wild speculation about the fast demise of the marriage. She had checked the box marked “fraud” on the annulment application—what did that mean? Reporters, bloggers, and fans couldn’t help but wonder, What kind of fraud? Was Chesney gay? Did Zellweger just discover it? Was she crushed?

Through it all, Zellweger maintained her dignity and stiff upper lip while under the constant watch of the public eye. She probably thought the story had gone away and that she was home free by December 2006, a full year after the annulment was finalized, when she appeared on Late Show with David Letterman to promote her new film, Miss Potter.

A frequent guest on the show, Zellweger had always enjoyed an easy, joking rapport with Letterman, who had customarily been warm, welcoming, and respectful to her.

That may have been why she was caught off guard when, after a cordial welcome, Letterman abruptly changed the subject and attempted to pin her down with a question about her marriage to Chesney. A week later, I had the opportunity to analyze Zellweger’s body language on The O’Reilly Factor, and I was astonished by what I saw:

At first, Zellweger’s signals telegraph a strong connection with Letterman—her body is turned toward him, her posture straight and tall, her shoulders back, her chest out. She’s maintaining eye contact with him, with her back to the cameras. Her legs are crossed in a pose universally seen as the sexiest sitting position for women, the leg twine, which highlights the muscle tone of her legs. She preens a bit, touching her hair and tossing her head, standard female signals of self-confidence, attraction, and interest. She’s playfully flirting with him and clearly anticipates that this encounter will be as pleasant as their earlier interviews.

The moment Letterman asks the question about Chesney, all of those rapport signals start to fall apart. Even as she’s forcing a smile, teasing Letterman for having the temerity to ask, trying to keep the moment light, this Oscar-winning actor’s body language betrays how deeply hurt she is by the invasion. She completely stops making eye contact with him. She leans directly away from him, exposing her neck in a submissive gesture that shows how vulnerable she feels about the issue. As she sits up again, at the same moment, she shifts her body so her knees and feet point away from Letterman, and she orients her chest and shoulders toward the audience.

Having introduced the topic, Letterman continues with the line of questioning, although he, too, starts to change his body language. He averts his gaze and stares down, seeming to ask the desk his remaining questions.

Their rapport has disappeared. Both parties have stopped looking at each other. While Letterman and Zellweger both continue to speak to each other verbally and show outward social signs of “making nice,” their bodies relate an entirely different conversation. Her body language is saying, “I’m so angry and frustrated that you brought this up”; his body is saying, “I’m sorry that I had to do this—let’s just get through it.”

Zellweger begins to rock her body back and forth in increasingly larger movements and responds to his comments with big, forced, barking laughs. Her fingers twist in her lap. Yet all the while she has a big smile on her face.

As Letterman makes a joke about having been disappointed when she got married because he had wanted to marry her, she turns completely away from him and drops her head down, still smiling. Then, the most telling moment: for just the briefest instant, a flash of true anger covers her face. She scowls, narrows her eyes, purses her lips, and all traces of even fake smiling leave her face. There’s no doubt—it might seem like she’s joking, but she is just plain livid.

As quickly as her anger appears, it disappears. That “microexpression” lasts only for a fraction of a second, not nearly long enough for the untrained eye to catch it. In fact, I had to slow down the clip for Bill O’Reilly during my analysis on the show. But once you’ve seen this signal, you know what to look for. You can’t miss it.

Zellweger’s flash of anger evaporates and she smiles brightly again, swings her head around, and looks directly at Letterman. For the first time in the twenty seconds since he asked the initial question, she looks him in the eye—and a bit forcefully. She even subtly moves her head around to draw him back into direct eye contact. Perhaps not coincidentally, soon thereafter he straightens his tie in his trademark gesture of discomfort and says, “Probably none of my business, is it?” and she says, “Well, now that you mention it—no!” with a big barking laugh.

 

We all have aspects of our private lives that we like to keep private. When we need to interact with the world, we put on our public face and try to conduct our business without letting anyone see behind the veil.

While we intend to maintain our privacy, very few of us are successful at completely obscuring our true feelings. Even the most accomplished actors can unintentionally betray their genuine emotions with body language signals.

Once you have studied and mastered body language, you will be astounded to discover how much a person can unwittingly reveal about himself without saying a word. While most people never pick up on these signals, once you learn to recognize them, you will detect them everywhere—and even be able to control them more easily in yourself.

 

I’ll never forget the first time I learned the power of body language.

I was in a psychology class at Pace University, an eager-to-impress student. I sat in the front row of the class, taking copious notes as I listened to Professor Mitchell deliver his lecture to a packed auditorium.

This particular day, Professor Mitchell was talking about proxemics, the study of how humans interact with each other within physical space. He described the zones of personal space, telling us one of his trademark great stories, walking back and forth in front of the classroom.

Gradually, as he spoke, he moved closer and closer to me. Naive little old me continued to take notes, somewhat oblivious to what Professor Mitchell was doing, but subconsciously starting to feel increasingly uneasy.

In the middle of a sentence, he abruptly stopped talking. His tone changed, and he said loudly, “OK, I want everyone to look at this young lady.”

Every head in the classroom turned in my direction, and the class drew an audible gasp. Professor Mitchell was leaning over my desk, nearly nose to nose with me. Although my hands were still on my desk, the rest of my body was stretched as far back as it could go.

My professor had moved in so subtly, I’d no idea what was happening. Until he had concluded this little “experiment” and called attention to my posture, I hadn’t even realized I had contorted my body to try to get away from him. My body had automatically responded to his sly, but very aggressive, takeover of my personal space. He had used his body to communicate messages of power, dominance, and total control. And his skilled use of body language coupled with my total lack of awareness gave this man the complete upper hand.

I was dumbfounded, awestruck, and immediately hooked. I had to learn these secrets for myself. And so my passion for body language was born.

 

Research has found that as much as 93 percent of our interpersonal communication is nonverbal. How your body moves, what expression your face makes, how fast you speak—even where you stand or sit, how much perfume you have on, what type of jewelry you wear, or whether your hair is long or short—all of these elements send messages far more convincingly than any words spoken. An estimated one thousand different nonverbal factors contribute to the message you send in every interaction. Cumulatively, these nonverbal elements have much greater power than the paltry 7 percent impact of the words coming out of your mouth.

Every flick of your wrist or change in your vocal tone reflects something about how you are feeling or what you are thinking to the person with whom you’re speaking. Do you trust this person? Do you truly believe in the product you’re selling? Do you want to turn and run for the hills? The languages of the body don’t just supplement what we say—they usually dominate our conversation.

Our conscious brains might be focused on decoding the spoken words in the conversation, but the subconscious does the really heavy lifting, “reading” the body’s many languages for nonverbal cues that tell us about the other person’s true intentions. Emerging science in the fields of psychology, anthropology, linguistics, and sociology shows that nonverbal signals are the most honest and reliable sources of communication. Our primate ancestors developed a keen insight and understanding of the nonverbal languages of the body, and we’ve inherited that “sixth sense” from them. In fact, a single class of brain cells—the “mirror neuron”—has evolved from one that aided primates’ survival into one that helps humans share knowledge, teach fine arts, learn how to fight or show compassion, possibly even how to speak—all based on the act of reading one another’s body language. Exciting new neuroscience research has revealed that from birth a certain part of our brains is constantly wired and rewired based on our nonverbal interactions with others. The brain’s ever-more-sophisticated communication system reacts and changes with every interaction, constantly learning more and telling us nearly everything we need to know about the people around us.

The problem is that many people have conditioned themselves not to listen to these signals. We deny our “gut reactions” because we think they’re not as reliable as our rational evaluations of other people. As a result, we end up getting duped, swindled, jilted, misled.

Take Jim for example.

Jim was a copywriter at an ad agency. His high-pressure job was becoming more like a snake pit every day. He was glad to have a friend in Tom, a younger colleague whom Jim had mentored. Tom and Jim shared all the available office gossip, analyzing corporate politics to figure out when the next restructuring might happen. They both knew their jobs depended on coming up with new ideas that sold products.

One of the most anxiety-producing parts of their jobs was to pitch ideas to a room full of colleagues and senior creative executives. To prepare, Jim and Tom would often practice on each other. One day, when Jim was pitching his new idea to Tom—his first “real” idea in a long time—he felt something had changed in their relationship. He started to feel unsettled. Was it the new idea? Was it Tom?

Tom wasn’t doing anything different—he was just sitting there, watching Jim’s pitch, just as he always did, perhaps even a bit more intently than usual. As Jim detailed his idea for the tagline and advertising strategy for a new brand of diet soda, Tom’s arms were crossed, his brow was furrowed in concentration, his eyes were focused on Jim’s presentation. Just as Jim got to the best part, Tom’s eyebrows rose and he crossed his legs.

“Yeah, I guess it’s a good idea, Jim,” Tom said when Jim had finished. Immediately, Jim felt crushed—that wasn’t the kind of response he was hoping for. Tom looked at the floor, scrunching his lips together. “You might want to work on the end of your—oh!” he looked at his watch. “Conference call at two! We’ll talk more later.” Tom got up and walked quickly out of Jim’s office.

Jim sat there feeling deflated. I bet he’s just humoring me, Jim thought. My idea probably really sucks.

For the rest of the day, and the next morning, Jim had an unsettled feeling. I wish I could shake this, he thought. He looked for Tom to go for coffee, but was oddly relieved when Tom wasn’t at his desk.

Later, during the pitch meeting, Jim took his regular chair at the table and was surprised to see Tom on the other side. Usually they sat together. Tom flashed a tight grin at Jim, and again Jim had that unsettled feeling. What was going on?

The managing director bounded into the meeting, and everyone snapped to attention. “Excellent, great to see everybody,” she said, looking around the table. “We’re going to do things differently today. This morning, I heard an amazing pitch, one that’s going to sell a heck of a lot of diet soda, and I want to share it first thing so we can all work on it for the remainder of the meeting.” Jim’s stomach flipped over, and he shot a look at Tom, who kept his eyes on the paper in front of him. “Tom here was standing in the elevator this morning, when I happened to get on…” The managing director proceeded to detail Jim’s idea, which Tom had claimed as his own.

Now, wouldn’t it have been useful for Jim to know before he shared the best idea of his career that Tom was not his real friend? Wouldn’t it have been much easier and less gut-wrenching to realize that fact weeks earlier, when Tom had started to slowly pull back from their friendship and give off cues—such as less eye contact, more arm folding, and less nodding when Jim spoke—that he couldn’t be trusted?

In this book, I will teach you to consciously read these nonverbal signals, so you can know what the people around you really think, not just what they say. When you learn the techniques I share in these pages, you’ll begin to notice who your true friends are, and who is out to deceive you. You’ll learn to recognize whether someone is falling in love with you or simply trying to mislead you. You’ll learn to tune in to your instincts and to trust them, so you’ll know not to disregard your gut when it screams, “I don’t care what he’s saying—don’t trust him!”

When we lose touch with our natural body language ability, we can also unintentionally send the wrong signals and end up turning people off or pushing them away. In this book, you’ll learn how to control your own nonverbal signals and communicate only the messages you want to send—and none of the messages you don’t. Just by learning a few key tricks and principles, you can tap into the miracles of your brain’s natural communication system to greatly enhance your ability to read other peoples’ body language as well as control your own. Ultimately, armed with some useful information and a bit of practice, you will become what I call a Master Communicator—someone who understands the body language of all players and can manipulate the playing field to his or her advantage.

Does manipulate strike you as a negative word? It shouldn’t. One of the primary definitions of the verb manipulate is “to manage or utilize skillfully.” In this book, you will learn to skillfully manage and utilize your own natural awareness of body language, both to read other people correctly and to transmit only the messages that help you achieve your goals.

It’s that simple.

 

Several years after I was introduced to the power of body language in my psychology class, I learned how useful it was to be a Master Communicator. As an analyst and staffing specialist for a Fortune 500 financial firm, I interacted with new employees every week. While I was surrounded by people who were trading in financial resources, I traded in human resources. Like those other traders, I had to quickly evaluate the potential of scores of prospects, pluck out the ones whose stock was on the rise, and carefully avoid those who might not perform at the level we’d expect. When someone met my eyes and spoke in confident, strong tones, I would take another look. When someone continually shifted in her chair, crossed and uncrossed her legs, or refused to make eye contact, I knew she would never last. I made these decisions based almost entirely on my gut, and my first impressions frequently became my final judgments.

Sound harsh? Superficial? A bit heartless? Perhaps. But it is a fact of life we all have to face: people judge you on the first impression you make.

Recent research from Princeton University shows that when we meet someone for the first time, we make our initial judgments about a person’s attractiveness, likability, trustworthiness, competence, and aggressiveness within 100 milliseconds—one-tenth of one second—of meeting them. And once those impressions are formed, they tend to stick and become even more entrenched. Only by carefully managing any future interactions can you ever hope to revise a bad first impression.

Over time, those people who are looking to hire, award new contracts, or even fall in love have been exposed to many of these first impressions. The results are collected into their own mental databases, each powered by a personal logarithm that determines precisely which characteristics are going to make a person a “yes” or a “no” to fulfill that particular need in their lives.

We all want to be a “yes” far more often than we want to be a “no” when we apply for jobs or try to win over people in social and business situations. And that’s why it is important to master that all-important first impression, in all areas of our lives. Master Communicators know how to ace that first one-tenth of a second. In this book, you’ll learn all you need to know to turn every first impression into a “yes.”

 

One of the trickiest things about first impressions is that they work on a subconscious level. This applies no matter how smart you are—even intellectual giants cannot form a fully conscious thought in one-tenth of one second. But just because some thoughts are subconscious, that doesn’t mean we can’t learn to control them in ourselves—and in others.

As a certified hypnotist, I know that our subconscious can be trained to help us send more powerful nonverbal messages. If you want to appear happy, or confident, or commanding, you can train yourself to exude those traits, even if you don’t feel them at first. On the flip side, by learning to control your own body language, you’ll automatically learn to control the subconscious thoughts and impressions others will have about you.

A few years after I left the financial world, I reentered the realm of body language at the behest of a good friend and mentor. Thereafter, in my practice and in seminars throughout the United States and around the world, I helped scores of people to overcome their anxieties about work, dating, parties, and presentations and showed them how to feel comfortable in all kinds of settings and situations in which body language plays a huge role. As I’ve worked with people, I’ve found that one of the most effective tools in overcoming stumbling blocks in social situations is a particular kind of mental practice—to visualize yourself doing certain actions in a specific sequence.

One of my clients, Jenny,* was afraid to enter a room full of people by herself. She especially had trouble at parties, approaching groups of people to join in conversations. Together, she and I developed a mental script that she could use to remind herself of the correct body language to use when entering a group:

I approach the party, I stand tall, my spine straight as steel. I walk with confident steps, making eye contact and smiling at one individual after another. I look for either people standing alone or groups of three or more to join in order to strike up conversation. I approach a gathering of people, I look for the person whose foot is pointed away from the center of the group—that is my opening. I smile, nod, and wait to be acknowledged and invited into the group. I focus first on listening, and I do not worry about what I will say. When I have something to say, it comes out naturally and as part of the fabric of the conversation. I am strong, confident, happy, and serene.


Here again, the emerging research on the brain’s communication system holds the key to strengthening your subconscious mind. The same methods that elite athletes and classical musicians use to perfect their craft can help you master the most effective opening line in a speech or at a nightclub. With this book, you will learn how to tap this neurological system to feel more mentally and physically confident and authoritative as you also project those traits to the outside world. I’ll help you just as I’ve helped so many of my clients—I’ll give you the exact directions on how to move your body, adjust your posture, and change your facial expressions, so you can exude attractiveness, likability, and self-control while you also enjoy the same vitalizing sensations in your body.

 

Over the years, I’ve been consulted by people and organizations, from Fox News anchor Bill O’Reilly and Access Hollywood to the New York Times and Psychology Today, to help uncover the hidden messages in body language. I’ve helped government employees understand where the lines fall in appropriate workplace behavior. I’ve helped men and women learn the signs of trustworthiness and deceit in order to determine if their spouses are cheating or if their friends are true. I’ve advised fleets of salespeople from fields as diverse as construction and magazine advertising on how to read their clients effectively, make the right pitches at the right time, and ensure closed sales and happy repeat customers.

But body language isn’t just about reading signals. I’ve helped managers learn to use their own body language to work effectively with staff, staff to work effectively with customers, and CEOs to negotiate with other CEOs. I’ve even helped politicians minimize the effects of damaging press just by coaching them on certain facial signals and hand gestures. I’m very gratified to have helped to empower thousands of people by teaching them body language.

While you and I may never have the opportunity to work together directly, this book will teach you much more than I could ever impart in one or two sessions with you as a client. You’ll hear stories of people who are just like you whose lives have been changed forever because they made just a few small adjustments to their body language. You’ll learn how a real estate agent made one critical change in the way he stood with clients during his sales calls—and increased his sales dramatically. You’ll learn how one dateless young woman developed a signature flirting move that had gorgeous, successful guys lining up to talk to her. You’ll hear about people like Cindy—confident, ambitious, and successful, yet somehow spinning their wheels, all because of a few missteps in their ability to read body language signals and respond appropriately.

Cindy first called me to book a session to learn some hypnosis techniques for relaxation. As an overworked manager recently promoted to oversee sixteen of her former peers—all men—she needed to unwind a bit. The stress was really piling on, primarily because her staff wasn’t listening to her, and her team wasn’t meeting its sales goals.

Cindy’s phone voice was very attractive—confident, dominant, lower in pitch, but nicely varied in tone. Overall, an excellent voice, by nonverbal standards. I wondered what could be happening in that office to hold her back.

The day she walked through my door for a consultation, the mystery was over. Cindy had come directly from the office, and when I looked at her outfit, I was amazed that her team was getting any work done. Her tight suit was cut perfectly to show her every curve. Her striking pale skin was offset by dramatic red lipstick, and her short, spiky hair and four-inch heels completed her extremely sexy but highly unprofessional look.

After we had settled in, I asked her if she’d like a body language analysis at the same time. She eagerly agreed. I took a moment and then leaned toward her. “Cindy, how do men look at you in the office?”

“What do you mean?” she asked, a bit taken aback. “The normal way, I guess.”

“Do they ever do this?” I mimicked the once-over, an up-and-down glance.

“Well, sure, of course,” she said, and smiled. “Because I dress to kill.”

Obviously, Cindy was very proud of her body and her sense of style, and deservedly so. But while her outfit would have “killed” in a nightclub, it was slowly murdering her managerial career. “Cindy,” I said, “it’s time to make some changes.”

When it comes to dressing for business, there is an unspoken line in the office, and Cindy had long since crossed it. As a telephone salesperson, she’d performed 90 percent of her job over the phone, and her very attractive voice had helped her to do quite well. But once she’d made the transition to management, her tight suits and stilettos had become a distraction in the office.

Although Cindy was dubious at first, she agreed to slowly introduce changes into her usual appearance, one week at a time, on a trial basis. First, we changed her makeup. Cindy and I went to a makeup specialist, and together we found “her” colors—lipstick in a more neutral tone and eyes that were now muted and not ringed with black liner. At the end of week one, the blinding red lipstick was gone—and you could finally see the warmth and intelligence in Cindy’s eyes.

Week two, we worked on outfits. “I’m going to swim in these,” Cindy protested, as she took her one-size-bigger suits, with their two-inches-lower hemlines, into the dressing room. Trying them on with her new, slightly lower heels, she had to admit they were more comfortable—and didn’t her staff seem just the slightest bit less defiant that next morning during the daily meeting?

Finally, we headed to the hair salon to soften out her spiky look with something a bit less confrontational, and more sophisticated. When Cindy emerged from the salon, she looked like a new woman. With just a few slight adjustments to her appearance, she’d gone from overdone office floozy to striking young professional.

Two months later, Cindy returned to my office for a refresher session on relaxation hypnosis. “Now I have the kind of ‘problems’ I always wanted,” she told me. She described how the sales team’s productivity had shot up, and she was adding staff and juggling expanding responsibilities. “The funny thing is, I didn’t change a single thing besides the way I look,” she told me, her eyes shining. “I give the same kinds of talks, set the same goals for the team—but now, instead of not listening or rolling their eyes in meetings, the guys actually raise their hands to speak. They truly want to impress me.

“I haven’t changed the way I manage people—but I can’t believe how much of a difference my new look has made in the body language of the people I manage.”

 

Now I’m going to show you how to harness the power of body language so you can experience the life-changing effects of becoming a Master Communicator. You’re about to learn that you’re already an amazingly astute “speaker” of body language. All you have to do is tune in to your natural ability to read others and to transmit the messages you want to send. You’ll do that by first becoming self-aware, then by becoming more aware of the messages around you, and finally by making slight tweaks to your own signals—and I’ll guide you every step of the way.

To start, I’ll give you full descriptions of all the body language signals and tools at your disposal and explain how they work. Then, I’ll show you how to use them in specific situations so you can succeed in every encounter by perceiving other peoples’ true intentions and by using body language to achieve your goals. Finally, I’ll teach you the Reiman Rapport Method, a ten-step process to master universally pleasing body language. The Reiman Rapport Method puts all the signals together in a quick and easy process that will enable you to build rapport with anyone in any situation.

While all of my advice is on the up-and-up, in certain situations, I am going to teach you how to manipulate the playing field to your advantage because—let’s be honest—sometimes we have to do that. I’m not suggesting that you do anything devious—sometimes you simply have to consciously change your body language in order to be more honest. As you’ll discover, some body language can be an obstacle that obscures the truth! But it doesn’t have to be.

So if you’re ready to learn the power of body language, and become a Master Communicator who can succeed in every encounter with other people, turn the page and let’s begin. If you have any questions as you go through the book, please feel free to contact me at Tonya@BodyLanguageUniversity.com.









CHAPTER 1

The Power Behind Body Language


We respond to gestures with an extreme alertness and, one might almost say, in accordance with an elaborate and secret code that is written nowhere, known by none, and understood by all.

—Edward Sapir






Over a million years of children asking mothers for more food, hunters collaborating on a big kill, even the first guy showing his friend how to make a fire—all of that happened without a single word being shared. Some experts believe spoken language appeared on the scene only 160,000 to 350,000 years ago. Given that humans of some kind have walked the earth for about two million years, that’s a long time to depend upon gestures and grunts to get your point across. But clearly, it worked!

Body language has remained just as useful ever since. Right now, if you were dropped in the middle of the African plains, or in the deepest jungles of South America, or on an ice floe in the far North Atlantic, you could successfully ask the native people for help—food, clothing, shelter, directions—without using a single word. That universal meeting of the minds is only possible because body language is our original shared language. Far pre-dating speech, this highly effective means of communication connects us not only with other humans but with other primates and even other mammals such as dogs and horses.

Made up of your facial expressions, the way you hold your hands and body, your movements and mannerisms, even your pitch and vocal tone, body language is literally everything you can do with your body to say whatever it is you’re trying to say, without words. Or, interestingly enough, sometimes what you’re trying not to say.

Body language signals—both truthful and those that attempt to hide the truth—can have a profound effect on our lives. A wrong signal during an interview could cost you the job. A mixed signal on a first date can kill a budding romance. A fumbled cultural signal could blow a big international deal. But a shared rapport signal can set the stage for a satisfying lifelong relationship.

Almost everyone is born with the ability to “speak” the body’s many languages—in fact, it’s the only way we communicate as babies, before we learn how to talk. However, once we learn words, we tend to rely on them to get our points across. Admittedly, words are indispensable when we need to convey specific information efficiently or discuss complex ideas. But words can also be a distraction, and even a trap.

Reclaiming Our Lost “Intuition”

At some point, we got fooled into thinking that speech must be the highest form of communication because we are the only life-form that has the ability to speak. Evolved beings that we are, we don’t always remember our roots as preverbal grunters and gesticulators. And so we spend the years between childhood and adulthood unlearning the nonverbal skill we mastered as babies—and end up being frustrated, rejected, and often deceived in the process.

We might spend hours picking apart conversations—“What did he mean by saying, ‘It’s not you, it’s me’?”—when we really got the message the first second it was delivered. Our bodies always “have a hunch” or “get a sense” of whether someone is lying to us or loves us. But do we always listen? Sadly, no.

That’s about to change.




His Signals/Her Signals

Nothing Escapes Her

Women have more complex connections between both hemispheres of their brain, allowing them to take in more information more quickly. In contrast, men tend to use only one side of their brain at a time. In a social situation, this would allow a woman to absorb many messages from a man’s body language and the surrounding environment simultaneously, whereas a man takes those messages in one at a time.





Some body language is conscious—we know we should stand up straight and smile, give hugs to some people and handshakes to others. When we rediscover how to read more subtle body language signals, however, a whole other world is revealed to us. When we understand other people’s thoughts, we know how other people really feel. We can plainly see when what a person says doesn’t necessarily jive with what she feels. And we know that, in turn, others can see the same discrepancy in us, which is why it’s so important to send the right signals at the right time. This two-way channel, this intricate, delicate dance that we do almost entirely subconsciously, is communication at its most honest—and most revealing.

As you walk down the street, you constantly and unknowingly flash your eyebrows at total strangers. They do the same thing back. Neither one of you is likely to realize what’s going on. But you’ve just exchanged an unspoken sign of interest and acknowledgment—and you will probably do it forty or fifty more times today. Or perhaps you put on your most innocent face to plead ignorance—“Officer, I had no idea I was going eighty-five!”—while your eyes blink furiously and shoot looks over the officer’s left shoulder. No matter how innocent you’re trying to look, your nervous blinking and shifty eyes give you away.

Here’s the thing: while we all have the capability to read and exhibit the right body language, doing so reliably and consistently is a skill. Just like some of us can barely make toast and others have perfected crème brûlée, there is a vast continuum of knowledge and mastery over body language.

Let’s find out where you stand. Take this quiz for a quick snapshot of your place on the body language continuum.

1. Whenever you go into a party, the first thing you tend to do is:



a. Charge straight over to the bar and loudly order a drink, laughing with the bartender.

b. Walk toward the nearest corner and stake out a post from which to view the room.

c. Take a moment to look around the room and determine in which direction you would like to go.



2. In the ten minutes before you’re scheduled to give a presentation, you spend most of your time:



a. Doing a three-minute breathing exercise to calm yourself down.

b. Reviewing your notes to make sure you remember everything you want to say.

c. Pacing the floor and sneaking peeks at the audience as they arrive.



3. [For women] When you flirt with a guy, you do these three things:



a. Smile quickly, look down, and walk in the opposite direction.

b. Make eye contact, look down briefly, and repeat eye contact with a sidelong smile.

c. Make direct and prolonged eye contact, smile, and start a conversation.



4. [For men] When you flirt with a woman, you do these things:



a. Smile.

b. Smile, turn in her direction, and hope she notices you.

c. Smile, walk toward the object of your affection, and offer to buy her a drink.



5. When you enter a room for a meeting, but the meeting has not yet begun, you immediately and instinctively:



a. Walk right over and talk to the person in charge of the meeting.

b. Put your materials down at the prominent position at the table so your seat is saved.

c. Take a seat in the corner and wait for the meeting to begin.



6. You’re single and open to dating. You’ve agreed to meet up with your friends. When you are at the bar, you:



a. Strike up a conversation with the bartender.

b. Go to the dance floor and start dirty dancing.

c. Sit at the bar and position your body toward others you find intriguing.



7. You’re giving a talk and you notice people in the audience are looking at their watches and showing signs of boredom, but you still have ten minutes to go in your presentation. You:



a. Look at those individuals and ask, “I get the impression you have an issue with what I’m saying—is there a way I can explain it better?”

b. Try to avoid eye contact with those who are bored; you don’t want to antagonize them.

c. Speak louder and faster.



8. Sitting on a crowded airplane before a long flight, you don’t want to strike up a conversation. Suddenly, the woman next to you asks you the time in a friendly tone of voice. You:



a. Close your eyes and inform her you do not know the time.

b. Check your watch, look at the woman, smile, tell her the time, and then maintain eye contact as she launches into a story—you don’t want to be rude.

c. Look down at your watch and inform her of the time with brief eye contact and a quick smile.



9. You’re about to meet a potential client for the first time at a restaurant. You need his full attention to make the sale. You:



a. Sit at the bar with the baseball game for background noise—you want him to feel comfortable and casual.

b. Sit at a table and take the chair against the wall—he’ll have no other view but your smiling face.

c. Sit in the middle of the restaurant—you don’t want him to feel claustrophobic.



10. You are in the middle of your performance review, and it’s not going the way you had hoped. Your boss is unfairly criticizing your work. You:



a. Maintain composure and eye contact with open body language. Allow your manager to finish and, with arms open, address each issue point by point.

b. Fold your arms, break in, and dispute each point as she raises it.

c. Allow your manager to finish, excuse yourself, and walk out of the room with your head held high.





Determine your score by using this key. Add the numbers attributed to each response to get your total score, which is interpreted below.


1. a, 1; b, 3; c, 2

2. a, 2; b, 1; c, 3

3. a, 3; b, 2; c, 1

4. a, 2; b, 3; c, 1

5. a, 1; b, 2; c, 3

6. a, 3; b, 1; c, 2

7. a, 2; b, 3; c, 1

8. a, 1; b, 3; c, 2

9. a, 1; b, 2; c, 3

10. a, 2; b, 1; c, 3



If you scored 10–16: You’re the life of the party, right? Well, you may need to slow down just a bit. Without intending to do so, you may be scaring people off. You could probably learn a lot about what other people want, and how you might be able to give it to them, by listening to them more closely and by making a greater effort to mirror their body language.

 

If you scored 17–23: You have a balanced approach that likely serves you well. You’re in tune with how to use your body language to serve both your needs and the needs of people around you. You’re able to establish rapport quite easily and you may be ready for some advanced techniques.

 

If you scored 24–30: Your intentions are good, but you might need to step it up a bit. Right now, you’re in danger of disappearing into the wallpaper. Practice being more assertive in your body language, and people will respond with increased respect and deference.

 

Becoming more aware of your own body language, and more in tune with other people’s, can help you in every area of your life. We will never increase our knowledge of other people or how we ourselves are perceived until we learn the power of body language.

So, how can we do this? First, we have to learn where body language signals come from in order to learn which ones we can control and which are more difficult, if not impossible, to control.

The Origins of Body Language

Deep in the hidden recesses of our brain, we have a hair-trigger sensor that instantly tells us if the person standing in front of us is a friend or a foe. Will she help me gather food, or will she steal it? Will he help protect me from the wolves, or toss me to them?

Body language is the sum total of the signs we give off that help others make those decisions. For example, when others seem genuinely happy to see us, those positive signals make us feel safe. That safety feels good, so we want to spend more time around those people. When people project anger signals, whether intentionally or unintentionally, we feel threatened and we want to avoid them—they do not feel safe.

Every interaction presents a choice between safe or unsafe, yes or no. Sounds simple, right? But the factors that go into making that distinction are fascinatingly complex. When we first meet someone, our brains scan him for hundreds of signs that will tell us more about that person and how he might help or hurt us. Some of those signals are hardwired into our nervous systems; some are passed on by our parents; some are culturally specific. We’re alert to how close people come as they approach our personal space, to their facial expressions, to the smoothness of their body movements. We check off their sex, age, race, grooming. We look for clues to social status. We look at the dimensions of their face—how far apart are their eyes set? How low is their forehead? What gestures are they making, and how should I react? We do all of this evaluating, and much more, in the span of seconds.

I’m asked all the time if the body language assessments I make are based on science or if they’re just my opinion. The answer is—both! The interpretation of body language is a subjective undertaking, sometimes open to more than one opinion. But like other scientific fields that examine human behavior, the study of these signals—what we do on a daily basis, the way we are perceived by others—is actually the subject of a field of research that stretches back hundreds of years.

The Universal Aspects of Body Language

The study of body language has fascinated researchers for centuries. The biggest debate has centered on the origin of body language—does our nature or our nurture dictate how we speak without words?

In his book The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals, published in 1872, Darwin spelled out his belief that primates are born with specific emotions, and these emotions are visible on the body and the face. The book was a best seller in its day. But despite this initial flurry of interest, for most of the century thereafter, almost every researcher, anthropologist, and psychologist believed that body language was solely the result of external influences—nurture, not nature. Experts from Sigmund Freud to Margaret Mead forcefully argued that child rearing and culture defined body language—period.

This view held firm until the mid-twentieth century, right about the time when the supremacy of Freud’s “blame the mother for everything—including body language” theory started to fall apart. In the mid-1960s, psychologist and researcher Paul Ekman undertook an ambitious cross-cultural study, collaborating with other researchers in twenty-one countries to determine if emotions were, indeed, universal. Ekman found that the facial expressions of six emotions—surprise, fear, anger, sadness, disgust, and happiness—were judged the same in every country studied. (Later, Ekman added a seventh—contempt—to this list.) Unimpressed, his critics angrily shot back their usual argument, that these similar expressions must be the result of cultural influences like movies and television. Basically, it was believed that the reason everyone scowled in anger was because we had all seen John Wayne movies!

In order to settle the argument once and for all, Ekman went to a place where people had never even heard of John Wayne, let alone seen one of his movies. In his landmark study of the South Fore people of Papua, New Guinea, a civilization that until that time had had only limited contact with the outside world, Ekman found the same results—these people could very clearly identify and portray anger, as well as five other emotions, in the same way as the people studied in twenty-one other countries.

The results blew the nurture theory out of the water. Finally, many experts begrudgingly accepted what Darwin had asserted a hundred years earlier—that we share many of our emotions with the apes from which we descended.

Now, granted, this assertion remains controversial in certain circles, and many in the scientific community would argue. But I believe the proof is written all over our faces—and our bodies.

[image: image]
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Both primates and humans from all cultures show surprise with the same facial expressions.

True to its name, body language is not just about the face. In fact, some experts believe that except in moments of extreme emotion, the face is not always a reliable indicator of our true feelings. Why? Because the face is the easiest part of the body to manipulate. Our bodies tend to tell a more truthful tale than our faces.

If we’re trying to disguise our true feelings, the upper half of our bodies can more easily remain static while the lower half of our bodies betrays us. We may smile and nod during a conversation with someone we disrespect, but if our feet are pointed at the door, our body language says we can’t wait to get away. We call this unintentional betrayal of our inner thoughts and feelings “leakage.” Your emotions and true feelings are “leaking” out of you.
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Body Language Babes

Studies from around the world have repeatedly noted that women are far better than men at decoding the nonverbal cues of others. It doesn’t matter if the person expressing the emotion is a man or a woman—a woman will be able to label nonverbal cues more accurately.





An equally important aspect of body language is the nonverbal information the voice sends—dozens of messages lurk in the pitch, tone, speed, and volume of our voices. In fact, research shows that while people try to control their voices when they lie, the voice is actually a great source of leakage. Researchers estimate that as much as 38 percent of all communication comes through vocal cues other than speech.

While we now know that a significant portion of body language is universal, we’ve also seen by traveling to different countries or even different cities and states that certain aspects of body language vary from culture to culture. Family traits, culture, environment, and education all produce differences in how people express themselves. What if the root of body language can’t be explained by nature versus nurture, but instead, as the late David Lykken, a behavioral geneticist, termed it, nature via nurture?

The Neurological Aspects of Body Language

One recent breakthrough in neuroscience may form the missing link between nature and nurture that explains not only why primates share emotional expressions but also how our environment can radically change our body language. In 1996, in a finding often hailed as the neurological discovery of the decade, Italian researchers Giacomo Rizzolatti and Vittorio Gallese at the University of Parma identified a previously undiscovered class of brain cell called “mirror neurons.” First found in monkeys and more recently in humans, mirror neurons are a type of motor neuron, a nerve cell that controls muscles and, as a result, how the body moves. But the mirror neuron controls so many interpersonal functions, you might think of this versatile cell as the Swiss Army knife of body language.

Sometimes called “monkey-see/monkey-do” neurons, these sensitive brain cells not only fire when we perform an action but even when we just see, hear, or even suspect that someone is about to perform an action—and they make us literally “feel” that action in our body. If you’ve ever felt your arm lurch while you watched a tennis match on TV, or flinched and covered your groin when you saw a buddy get nailed with a football, you’ve experienced your mirror neurons at work. These brain cells, theorized to be the biological root of empathy, are activated whether you feel a sensation directly—if, say, you were the person nailed with the football—or when you observe it, or even if you just hear it happening.

For decades, sports psychologists have used the power of mirror neurons to improve athletes’ performance. When a basketball coach shows his team films of last Friday’s game, the players’ eyes follow the action on the court, and their mirror neurons fire in response, causing the corresponding muscles in their bodies to contract. Just because they’re watching the film, their muscles “practice” the plays and their brains feel as if they are back in the game.

Mirror neurons are found in several areas of the brain, and each area has its own particular specialty. The mirror neurons in the right parietal operculum are the ones that trace other people’s actions and help us get in tune with other people’s movements. You experience the activity of mirror neurons every day—you yawn in a meeting because your boss yawns, or you blush when your colleague flubs a presentation. Even the television networks are in on it—they use laugh tracks on sitcoms to stimulate our mirror neurons so we laugh more easily. In effect, laughing—like yawning or blushing or crying—is contagious. Mirror neuron research suggests we are biologically empathetic creatures, which may be why we’re so attracted to people who exude happiness and confidence: they automatically make us feel happy and confident, too.
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Mirror Neurons[image: image]Porn

The action of mirror neurons, brain cells that allow us to experience empathy, may help to explain the addictive nature of pornography. When a person watches other people having sex, even on a television (or computer) screen, a part of his brain actually feels like he’s getting some action, too. (And who can blame a guy for liking that?)





As we grow up and interact with lots of different people, we gradually fill our experience database with memories of our own and other people’s emotions. Then, as we navigate through future social situations, we tap in to this vast database of experience for clues on how to interpret other people’s actions, anticipate what they’ll do next, and react accordingly.

Some people may have a natural, instinctive ability to read and respond to these social cues. Let’s say that you’re at the company cocktail party. You introduce yourself to a new colleague and ask her about her last job. You heard she left Company A—what was it like to work there? She bristles just the slightest bit, smiles widely, and says, “I really loved it, but it was time for a change.” Because your mirror system is highly active, you pick up on the subtle nonverbal cues—her quickly averted eyes, her fake social smile, the crispness of her words, and her suddenly straighter posture—that mean she doesn’t want to discuss her old job. You let the matter drop and instead introduce her to another colleague standing nearby. You can see that the new employee seems visibly relieved—genuine smile, relaxed eyes, restored eye contact—and grateful for your graciousness. Because your mirror system is very active, you’re naturally more empathetic, able to intuit the new employee’s feelings simply from watching her subtle nonverbal reactions.

But what if you’re not able to read these social cues? Perhaps this is your first company mixer, you’re nervous, and you don’t know how to handle these brief interpersonal moments in a professional way. When you meet the new colleague, you ask, “Why did you leave Company A? I heard that place is incredible.” She stiffens, she demurs, but still you don’t pick up on those nonverbal hints. Instead, you dig deeper. “A change? Really? What did you do there? What didn’t you like about your old job?” The new colleague looks startled at your forwardness, and another colleague, a friend, shoots you a “shut up!” look. You feel your cheeks flush with embarrassment. If you have a fully functioning mirror system, after you bank that humiliating experience in your database, you’ll be less likely to ask prying or personal questions in a work setting.

It’s not always that simple, though. Researchers are starting to uncover evidence that some people might have disruptions in their mirror system that hinder their ability to navigate social situations smoothly. For example, recent research indicates that the mirror systems of autistic children and adults show virtually no activity when they try to identify with the emotions of others. While research is still at an early stage, some specialists are hopeful that these findings could lead to a therapy for autistic kids that improves their ability to empathize and read body language. They think that perhaps coaching them on the use of imitation and mimicry might help increase activity in the mirror system and strengthen the neural connections associated with greater empathy.

People who are blessed with normally functioning mirror systems, but who just might need a bit of a tune-up, could use similar strategies to strengthen their body language abilities. We know the brain continues to develop and change throughout our lifespan. Increasing the number and variety of our social experiences can strengthen our neural connections and allow us to fully tap in to this innate ability to connect. If you’ve had trouble socializing in the past, the worst thing you can do is hide in the corner. Get out there, stand up straight, smile, and look people in the eye. Listen to their stories; put yourself in their shoes. Practice empathizing with them, and give them the positive vibes that they’ll want to mirror back to you. Your mirror neurons can help you become a Master Communicator, as long as you practice, practice, practice!
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I’ll Tend, You Fight

Many women respond to stress by nurturing and seeking social support—the “tend and befriend” cycle. Most men respond to stress with a more confrontational “fight or flight” response. For years, researchers believed men and women both experienced only fight or flight, but now they know the hormone oxytocin, important for breastfeeding and childbirth, is part of the reason that women sometimes seek out the help of others and try to build alliances that will help protect themselves and their offspring. The “tend and befriend” response may be part of the reason why women are much better at reading social cues.





Obviously, mirror neurons are not the only part of the brain involved in our social interactions. Many other parts of our nervous system are recruited to interpret even the most basic emotions. For example, when we see someone else experience fear, our amygdala, another part of the brain that stores memories of emotion, is activated. But the place where the “nature via nurture” effect really takes hold is right at home, with Mom and Dad.

The Familial Aspects of Body Language

Our body language is not solely the product of our brain chemistry and our primate past. The signals we receive from those around us, starting from the day we’re born, continually shape our body language.

When babies are born, they enter into an emotional house of mirrors. Some researchers postulate that as a baby sees his parents’ happy smiles, he absorbs those positive expressions, and he can feel them in his body. His mirror neurons cause his muscles to reflect them, first with interested eye contact, then with a smile. Then his parents show delight, reinforcing the reflection. The baby feels his parents’ joy in his body and automatically seeks to repeat the experience.

As early as a few days—perhaps even hours—after they’re born, babies start to imitate the gestures and mannerisms of their caretakers. Not having ever seen their own faces, these newborn babies have an innate ability to mimic expressions. In fact, babies are much more interested in adults who mirror their own activity than those who intentionally mismatch it—they’ll watch the mirroring adults longer and smile at them more than the ones who mismatch their activity.

Andrew Meltzoff, a developmental psychologist at the University of Washington, has termed this tendency the “like me” theory of child development. He says that babies are constantly evaluating other people’s actions to validate their belief that others are “like me,” and they start to do this way before they’re able to use language. The ability to see others as “like me” is part of what helps babies bond to their parents as well as hone their ability to read and respond to other people’s body language. That’s one reason why it’s so important to smile at babies and use tender body language with them—you’re priming them to respond to others in the same empathetic, bonding way.

As children grow, their mirror neurons constantly accumulate experiences—what it feels like to crawl, walk, ride a bike, what to expect from other people, how they will make us feel. The body language that a parent shows a child will invariably be the body language the child will use when he grows up—as well as the body language he will seek out in others. Show kids love, trust, and affection, and chances are they’ll find friends and partners who show them those same qualities.
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Girls Body Language Champs from an Early Age

Girl and boy babies start out equal in their ability to read body language. But once girls pass infancy, they’re better at recognizing faces than boys. And starting at age eight, most American girls are able to label nonverbal actions more accurately than boys. This advantage carries through to adulthood.





As we grow up and leave the nest, we never stop using the “like me” method of evaluating others. This approach carries on as we choose schoolyard buddies, employees, dance partners, and mates. Whether we share a love of the same music or worship the same god, human beings prefer to be with those who are similar to ourselves. This large-scale version of the parent-child house of mirrors expands ever outward, causing groups of like-minded people to cluster together and, in turn, mimic each other. Over centuries, one tight-knit group starts to develop certain behaviors that will perhaps be very different from the group two towns over—which is where you might find the cultural origins of body language.

[image: image]

People from the same family tend to mirror one another so often it becomes an unconscious habit. In this photo, you see my children, Christian, Jaidan, and Stephanie, mirroring one another for the camera.

The Cultural Aspects of Body Language

So much of body language is defined by our culture. Whether we meet each other with a handshake, a kiss on the cheek, a forehead touch, or a bowed head, each greeting is completely dependent on culture.

These cultural expressions are dictated by what are called “display rules,” the specific expectations every group has about body language behavior. For example, you only have to stand on line for a bus in San Francisco to see an interesting difference in cultural display rules about personal space. If you queue up for a bus on Market Street in the business district at rush hour, you’ll stand in a very orderly line, with a three-foot bubble of personal space, your fellow commuters busily tapping their BlackBerries without so much as a glance at you. But if you board the bus a few blocks farther up the hill, in Chinatown, you might find yourself a part of a crush of people, stomachs pressed against backs, each person simultaneously vying for a seat on that same bus.
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