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Breaking Down the Communication Code 
 
 

PROGRAM SUMMARY 
 

 
Introduction 
 
In books, in academia and even on television, Carol Kinsey Goman and Paul Ekman have dedicated their 
professional lives to studying and decoding how humans communicate non-verbally, with their bodies. The 
pioneering work of Goman and Ekman provides a much clearer sense of how powerfully influential body 
language is in shaping our perceptions of, and our interactions with, one another, both inside and outside 
the workplace.  
 
Verbal or non-verbal, subtle or overt, conscious or otherwise, the communication dynamic is shaped by 
input and output. We judge others on their words and actions, just as others judge us on our words and 
actions. And as heavily as humans rely upon words to make sense of people and the world, body language 
— gestures, facial expressions, posture, use of space, etc. — may ultimately matter as much as, or more 
than, verbal language, according to Goman and Ekman. To be an effective communicator, then, is only 
partially about one‟s verbal and listening skills. It‟s just as much about one‟s ability to project meaning 
through body language, and one‟s ability to accurately glean meaning from the body language of others. 
 
Indeed, in a business setting, people who are skilled with both the input and output sides of body language 
may discover that these skills give them an edge at the negotiating table, in interviewing for (and 
interviewing others for) a job, in getting ideas across during key meetings, in introducing and leading a 
change initiative — essentially in any workplace endeavor that demands leadership qualities such as 
credibility, collaboration, confidence and charisma. 

 

 
Part 1: Carol Kinsey Goman, Ph.D. 

The Silent Language of Leaders 
 
Unspoken But Not Overlooked 
 
As part of the leadership team at a state government agency in South Dakota, Tracy and her peers are 
subject to a “trust audit.” Tracy is surprised and perturbed when she learns the results of the audit paint her 
as a person who, at work, is perceived to be low in transparency, who comes across to others as 
“deliberately secretive” and having a hidden agenda. 
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As author, executive coach and leadership communications consultant Carol Kinsey Goman recounts, 
Tracy is so troubled and mystified by the findings of the audit that she appeals to a colleague for help. The 
colleague suggests Tracy make a habit of announcing her intent before delivering her ideas at work as a 
way to come across more openly to others. Over subsequent months, Tracy tries to put that suggestion to 
work, only to have a second trust audit administered a year later once again portray her as a person who‟s 
perceived to have “something to hide.”  
 
After much soul-searching, Tracy comes up with a theory: maybe it‟s something she‟s doing with her body. 
To test her theory, she makes “one small change,” explains Goman. “That one small change completely 
altered the way her colleagues and bosses viewed her opinions from then on.” 
 
Body language is “our first language” — what humans used to communicate with one another before 
developing spoken language, and what they used to gauge not only another person‟s credibility and 
trustworthiness, but also, more primally, the extent to which a person presented a threat, says Goman, the 
author of 12 books, including The Silent Language of Leaders: How Body Language Can Help — or Hurt — 
How You Lead. Thus, in the business world, one simple mannerism or expression can to a great extent 
determine how a person is perceived by others, from bosses and fellow team members to clients and 
prospects. “My interest in body language,” she elaborates, “is in the workplace, and especially 
with…leaders [who] are looking to build collaborative teams, [who] are looking for ways to better negotiate, 
[who] are looking for ways to more effectively lead change, and to present [their] most, effective, best self.” 
 
For better or for worse, what comes across in a split second of body language may shape a person‟s 
lasting perception of you. As in Tracy‟s case, says Goman, “there might be one small thing you could do 
that would change the impression that people who work with you have, that really isn‟t true.”  
 
It‟s vital for leaders to learn to manage their own body language so it works together with their words to 
convey a desired message, according to Goman. That entails managing a range of nonverbal actions, 
including body positioning/personal space, facial gestures and facial expressions, arm and hand gestures, 
posture (standing and seated), gait, and paralinguistics (how a person says what they say). “Body language 
can actually sabotage, reduce, support or enhance your effectiveness as a leader,” she asserts. 
 
For example, being nervous before an important work event — a job interview, meeting, presentation, etc. 
— commonly manifests in a noticeably higher speaking voice, counter to the lower voice that people tend to 
associate with credibility and self-confidence. To combat the phenomenon, she suggests doing an exercise 
before the big event gets underway: Put your lips together and say, “Mm-hmmm, Mm-hmmm, Mm-hmmm.” 
Do that, she says, “and your voice will drop into its most credible, optimal range.” 
 
Positive First Impressions 
 
How much do you know about body language? Goman poses a series of questions to help people assess 
their “body language IQ.” 
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Question #1: People evaluate a leader’s credibility, confidence, power, status, trustworthiness, 
warmth, empathy, etc., in how long? 

a. 7 days 
b. 7 hours 
c. 7 seconds 

 
The answer is (c), 7 seconds. We‟re inclined to make snap judgments, often based on body language 
alone, says Goman. “Our brains are making tens of thousands of judgments in a tenth of a second,” a 
practice that dates back to prehistoric humans, who “had to pick up whether [someone was] for you or 
against you. You had to do it instantly, because if you didn‟t, you might not survive.” 
 
Here in the 21st century, that same ability to interpret and project non-verbal cues helps people survive and 
thrive in the business world. In terms of body language and first impressions, “there‟s a bunch of stuff you 
can control,” says Goman, “and a bunch of stuff you can‟t control” 
 
In the latter category there are the biases, prejudices, assumptions, expectations and past 
experiences of others.  
 
In the former category, “the stuff we can control that‟s most impactful in the first second seconds is first of 
all the way we look,” she says. As much as we like to believe you can‟t tell a book by its cover, “looks 
matter!” 
 
“The way a person „looks‟ to others includes the energy and attitude the person projects, the way he or she 
stands and walks, the initial gestures the person uses — all that says something and it says something 
immediately,” Goman explains.  
 
Certain initial gestures one uses with people can be particularly powerful in shaping a first impression. One 
such gesture is the eyebrow flash, a universal signal of recognition, according to Goman. “When you do 
that to people you don‟t know, and you do it subtly, it is an unconscious sign of recognition they will 
respond to.” 
 
A smile can make a similarly positive impression. “It‟s the facial expression we most look for,” she says. 
“We love smiles!” Indeed, the act of smiling is powerful enough to trick a person‟s brain into thinking, “This 
isn‟t so bad.” 
 
Smiles invite reciprocity, too. People who see one almost always return the gesture, so it functions as a 
positive trigger and a mutual tone-setter. Given that, leaders would be wise to smile more, contends 
Goman. “When I coach executives, most of them could use more smiles.” 
 
A tool developed by the Massachusetts Institute of Technology called the MIT Sociometer shows how 
heavily the non-verbal activity humans use to make judgments about other people factors into business 
decisions. By measuring “everything but the words people use,” from conversation rhythms and vocal tone 
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to heads nods and the use of space, the Sociometer can predict with 87% accuracy whether a person wins 
a negotiation, gets a job for which they‟ve interviewed, etc. And in making its predictions, “it matters not at 
all what was said,” she points out. 
 
Leadership Language 
 
Question 2 in the Body Language IQ test: 
 
Power, status and authority are non-verbally communicated through height and   ? 
 
The answer: space (or posture). Leaders, people of authority, tend to expand themselves into height and 
space. They typically take up more space with their bodies and their stuff.  
 
Other body language common to leaders includes: 
 
• Controlling eye contact 
• Delivering hand gestures with palms down 
• Using fewer gestures and facial expressions. “Most high-status people are not marvelously expressive,” 
Goman observes. 
• Using more contained gestures from waist to shoulders — the “power plain” 
 
In the workplace, a person can summon their most effective leadership body language with a simple 
exercise where they put themselves in a “power pose.” Before that important meeting or presentation, find 
a place away from people and position your body to maximize your height and space. Holding the pose for 
two minutes, she says, will increase the amount of testosterone in the blood (for males and females alike), 
which in turn has been shown to make a person more likely to take risks, and to feel and look powerful. The 
same pose also lowers the presence of the stress-inducing hormone cortisol. “So you actually change your 
body‟s chemistry by changing your posture…You will be surprised at how that changes your gait, your 
attitude and people‟s perception of you,” says Goman. 
 
Balancing Power With Warmth 
 
As much as leadership is about projecting power, it‟s also about showing a softer side, using gestures that 
women tend to use more than men, says Goman. “We want leaders who are both authoritative and warm.” 
 
Such balance isn‟t always evident in leaders, many of whom spend too much time trying to project power 
when, to cultivate the collaborative element of leadership, they should also be using “warm cues” more 
commonly attributed to women. Leaders often “kill collaboration” when they use body language that exudes 
power but not enough empathy.  
 
Flo, the female character in many Progressive Insurance commercials, epitomizes the feminine gestures of 
empathy, caring and warmth, including: 
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• Open palms/arms 
• Head tilt, the “universal signal of „I‟m listening to you.‟” 
• Forward lean, suggesting you‟re interested  
• Smiles 
• Head nods, which encourage a speaker to keep talking 
• Full body alignment, where the head, shoulders, hips, knees and feet all point toward the person, 
suggesting you‟re interested in, and engaged with, them 
• Limbic symmetry, where people who have rapport with one another will mimic one another‟s body 
language. Skilled salespeople and negotiators will subtly mimic the posture and gestures of their 
counterpart, notes Goman. 
 
People in leadership positions must find a way to strike a delicate balance between projecting power and 
empathy with their body language, she says. If someone comes across as too authoritative, they‟re 
perceived as not warm enough, but if they seem too warm, they risk being seen as less adept or less 
competent. 
 
He Leads, She Leads 
 
Leaders can benefit from an awareness of gender-specific body language:  
 
Use of space. Women tend to condense their bodies more than men do, according to Goman. “When we 
look smaller, we lose authority.” Men, meanwhile, tend to stand with their feet wider apart, so they seem to 
take up more space. Whatever their gender, “the highest-authority people will take up room,” she says. 
 
Body positioning. Gender distinctions are also evident in how men and women tend to approach and 
address one another in conversation. When they‟re conversing, men tend to put more space between 
themselves, while angling their bodies by turning their shoulders out; facing off squarely means 
confrontation, typically. Men generally don‟t mind being approached from the side in conversation. Women, 
on the other hand, prefer to square off and face their counterpart in conversation. 
 
Eye contact. Woman also prefer to make eye contact with their conversation counterpart(s), unlike men, 
who don‟t need to look at one another when carrying on a conversation. To illustrate the gender distinction, 
Goman points out that one of the most common complaints by female workers about their males bosses is 
that “he doesn‟t value my ideas,” an impression stemming from the boss not making consistent eye contact 
with them. 
 
Leaders, particularly men, would be well served by using warmer body language with the people they lead, 
to make them seem more approachable and open, particularly in unveiling a change-management effort, 
for example, says Goman. “If you don‟t seem warm and empathetic and like you care about people in that 
room, you are going to lose them faster than you can announce anything. You have to warm up your 
signals if you really want people‟s ideas, [and] if you really want people to contribute, because they are 
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going to take a cue from what they see.”  
 
Women, on the other hand, should focus on “presenting their most powerful selves” with their body and 
their voice — lower voice, larger presence in space.  
 
Body Language IQ test question #3 speaks to the power of body language for both genders: 
 
Q. The impact of body language lies in the    of the    . 
 
The answer: It lies in the eyes of the beholder. 
 
First impressions are indeed impactful, whether you and your audience recognize it or not. “Some of the 
most obvious body language cues go consciously unrecognized, but subconsciously, they absolutely run 
the show,” asserts Goman.  
 
“This,” she adds, “is one of the most important things for a leader to know.” 
 
Body Trumps Words 
 
Body Language IQ test, Question 4: 
 
What exactly is N400? 

a. A brainwave activity EEG that records what happens when someone hears nonsense 
language. 

b. A term for the perceived maximum amount of facial expressions. 
c. A Japanese robot that reads body language. 

 
The answer: (a) N400 records brain activity, and according to Goman, has found that “when someone‟s 
body language is directly opposed to what they have said, their brain goes to the same place — it‟s like I 
have talked nonsense.” 
 
Just as body language can signal warmth and inclusion with open palms, nods and holding eye contact, 
etc., it can also signal exclusion, through closed palms, crossed arms and the like. And as illustrated by the 
N400, when a person‟s words say inclusion but their body language suggests exclusion, “you almost 
always choose the body over what was actually said,” Goman says. “You may not know it, but that‟s what 
you are doing.” 
 
Often, leaders may use words to suggest they‟re approachable and open to suggestions, ideas, etc., but 
their body language belies that openness, instead coming across as exclusionary. Leaders should avoid 
using exclusionary body language, she says, because it tends to impact a person‟s brain as powerfully and 
negatively as does the suffering associated with physical pain. “If you break my arm or break my heart, my 
brain reacts the same.” That‟s because we personalize rejection — “we think it‟s something we‟ve done” to 
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warrant being excluded. 
 
The body language that signals exclusion or rejection includes: 
 
• Looking away, a too-frequent gesture of rejection 
• Turning way, a cold shoulder that suggests the person really is not interested 
• Leaning back 
• Crossing arms and/or legs. “No one has ever made a sale when a client is in that position,” notes Goman. 
So do what it takes to uncross their limbs — hand them a business card, offer a handshake, etc. 
• Expressions of disgust or contempt 
• Frowns, grimaces or yawns, the kind of body language that sends people to their negative default, where 
they assume the worst about what it suggests 
• Rolling eyes — “What you just said is sooo ridiculous…” 
• Barriers — moving items on a desk so they‟re between you and the speaker, for example 
 
Recognizing Common Language and Cultural Distinctions 
 
Our faces reveal much about what we‟re feeling. And those feelings are captured in seven universal facial 
expressions that convey specific emotions. They‟re common to all of us, regardless of our culture of origin: 
 

Anger 
Fear 

Sadness 
Disgust 

Contempt 
Surprise 

Joy/happy 
 
Where body language gets confusing is in gestures that carry different meanings in different cultures — so-
called emblematic gestures. For example, the OK sign we give with a hand means money in Japan, 
worthless/zero in France, and in other parts of the world, something akin to our giving the middle finger. 
 
In business, says Goman, “having awareness of cross-cultural body language is really, really helpful.” 
What‟s „OK‟ to you might seem downright offensive to a person from another culture who‟s sitting across 
the table from you. 
 
Emotions Are Contagious 
 
Body Language IQ test, Question #5: 
 
Emotional contagion is a vital concept, particularly for leaders of change, because: 

a. Most organizational change is emotional 
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b. Body language conveys most of the emotion of your message 
c. Research shows that emotional states are literally contagious 

 
The answer: all the above are true! “You catch emotion, and you particularly catch it from the most senior 
(or highest-status) person in the room,” says Goman.  
 
Emotion is not something you can fake for very long. People are good at picking up on the emotion 
embedded in a leader‟s body language, whether it‟s positive or negative; if a leader isn‟t emotionally 
committed to the message they‟re trying to convey, that lack of commitment will leak out, undermining the 
leader‟s words. As a leader announcing an initiative, she explains, “either you have to really buy into this 
[initiative] yourself, or you have to be honest with people about why you don‟t buy in, but why you‟re doing it 
anyway. Or you have to find someone else to announce it and lead it, who generally believes it, because 
otherwise, you send mixed messages to an entire audience.” 
 
Mixed messages are dangerous territory for leaders. When there‟s vagueness or a perceived disconnect 
with body language, people typically will attach a negative meaning to an expression they detect is leaking 
through a leader‟s words. People will guess at the meaning behind the expression if it‟s unclear to them, 
and sometimes their guess may be wrong. 
 
What Technology Bodes for Tomorrow’s Leaders — and the Leadership Touch 
 
Body Language IQ test, Question #6: 
 
The next generation of leaders is likely to have    body language skills compared to 
preceding generations. 
 
The fill-in-the-blank answer: appreciably less. 
 
Largely due to their heavy use of technology such as instant messaging/texting that removes emotion from 
interpersonal interaction, “kids just don‟t feel empathetic to other kids the way they used to.” Indeed, says 
Goman, a University of Michigan study found that empathy levels among college students have declined for 
the past 30 years — precipitously so in the last decade. 
 
But a coming wave of visual communication technology could make non-visual communication more, not 
less, important in the workplace, according to Goman. Rather than hiding behind texting or emailing, people 
will be seeing more of one another, thanks to so-called “telepresence” technology. “We are getting more 
and more visual,” she explains. “We are not going to be able to hide behind the texts. And all those kids 
who haven‟t learned body language are going to have it thrown in their faces.” 
 
As important as technology has been, and will continue to be, in business communications, she says, it still 
can‟t replicate two key areas of person-to-person interaction where body language plays a critical role: 
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1. In chance, informal encounters at the water cooler, the bar at the conference cocktail party, etc. 
“That‟s where the really important conversations are taking place,” says Goman. 

2. With touch. Even a touch lasting as little as 1/40th of a second creates an instant bond called a 
“compliance effect,” where the person you have touched “feels warmer about you, more connected 
to you,” and thus, more likely to comply with your wishes. 

 
Keys to Reading Body Language 
 
To gain an edge in business interactions and as a leader, learn to read body language, Goman suggests. 
Like losing weight, though, reading body language is simple, but it‟s not easy. She identifies five keys to 
becoming an effective body language reader: 
 

1. Pay attention, not only to words but to body language. We tend to pay too much attention to words 
and not enough to the body. 

2. Be aware that you are biased. People tend to judge someone with certain physical traits — low 
eyebrows, recessed cheekbones, a narrow chin — as untrustworthy. “That‟s how biased we are by 
the shape of people‟s faces,” she says. People are also biased toward people like them and 
against people unlike them. They‟re also biased toward attractive people and people with a baby 
face. What‟s more, and perhaps most insidiously, they‟re biased by their own decisions. Our brains 
make an effort to confirm biases, so that “when you‟ve made up your mind about someone…your 
brain will look for those things that will validate and justify that decision.” 

3. Consider the context. Ask yourself, what just happened. What is going on that provides context to 
the body language I‟m trying to interpret? “When you‟re judging body language, remember, it 
depends.” An expression or gesture you believe has an obvious meaning might have another 
meaning altogether, leading you to draw an inaccurate conclusion or to make a false judgment. 

4. Look for clusters — a series of behaviors that constitute a “body language sentence” which may 
help you draw an appropriate conclusion, where a single expression or gesture may not provide 
enough information to reach such a conclusion. 

5. Identify a baseline. This is about determining what‟s normal for the person you‟re trying to read, 
based on careful observation. Do they tend to look at their watch frequently, whether they‟re fully 
engaged in a conversation or not? Then perhaps those glances at the watch don‟t suggest being 
bored in conversation, they are merely a baseline behavior. 

 
“When you baseline someone,” she explains, “you are looking for behaviors [that occur when] they are 
comfortably being truthful — when they‟re doing something that you want to then compare behavior with 
later.” 
 
Say you‟re interviewing someone for a job. When you‟re making small talk or having coffee before the 
interview officially starts, observe their gestures, their breathing, etc. What does the person look like when 
he or she is just chatting? “Then, later in the interview, when you say, „And why did you leave that last job?‟ 
and you see their eyes going in a very different direction, or you see breathing stop, or you see them 
gripping something tightly, you don‟t necessarily know they are lying, but what you do know is, you have hit 
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a hot spot, and you need to ask a few more questions because something has triggered a stress reaction. 
Something was different from their baseline behavior.” 
 
Cues from Head to Toe 
 
What happens if you don‟t have a gestural cluster or a baseline to work with in trying to interpret a person‟s 
body language? Then, suggests Goman, it‟s time to search for other clues. Oftentimes, those clues are 
readily apparent, provided you know where and how to look for them. 
 
Cues can often be found in the eyes. “In this culture,” she says, “if we don‟t see people looking at us, we 
think they are not listening, we think they don‟t care or that they have dismissed us.” Don‟t assume that 
diverted eyes mean a person is lying, however. “That‟s not necessarily true.” 
 
Still, she says, eye contact in our culture is meaningful to people, especially when a leader initiates it. “It is 
so powerful and so simple, but not always easy in these multitasking days.” 
 
Some other cues to watch for that involve the eyes: 
• When a person drops eye contact to look at the mouth, that‟s often perceived as being social, even 
flirtatious. So in a business setting, Goman suggests, “bring it up to the eyes.” 
• Dilated pupils are a sign of attraction or great interest, she says. It also can indicate a person is under 
stress. 
• Dropping the eyelids, raising the chin and looking down one’s nose is a signal that a person is less 
interested.  
• By squeezing the eyes into a squint or closing them, a person may be shutting something out because 
they‟re unhappy with what they just heard. It happens frequently in business, she says. “If it happens in a 
meeting, when you make an announcement and people close their eyes, you know they‟re not happy” with 
what you just said.  
 
The mouth can also provide insight into a person‟s true emotions. For example, when someone retracts 
their lips, it‟s a signal they dislike what they‟ve been asked — “I don‟t want to go there. I don‟t like that 
question.” Blocking one’s mouth or nose with hands may suggest the person “isn‟t sold on what was just 
said.” 
 
The hands also can prove telltale:  
• Pulling one’s hands to the chest, a gesture more common with women, is often interpreted to mean the 
person is surprised or overwhelmed. 
• Pointing is often perceived as negative and thus, something business leaders “could probably stand to do 
less of,” says Goman. 
• Clasped hands or hands with fingertips together (“the steeple”), suggests something the person really 
believes in or is sure about. 
• Hands clasped in front of the crotch area — the “fig leaf” — suggest the person is protecting 
themselves. What‟s more, “as the hands go higher, [the gesture] becomes more of a barrier and a pacifying 
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gesture.” 
• Grabbing the back of the one’s neck can be construed as a sign that a person wants to say something 
or ask a question, but for some reason is reluctant to do so. 
• A hand to the chin is neutral — “I‟m thinking it over.” 
 
And finally, look at the feet. “It‟s amazing what they will tell you,” says Goman. “They‟re the most telling part 
of the body. They are furthest from the brain, and the least-trained for everybody.” 
 
In general, she explains, feet will point at the people they prefer and in the direction they would rather be. 
Legs or feet wound around a table or chair indicate a person isn‟t comfortable in the situation. See feet 
pointed toward the exit? That person probably would prefer to be elsewhere. 
 
In a business setting, people who pay attention to non-verbal cues such as these may indeed have an 
edge. In the case of the government employee, Tracy, whom Carol Kinsey Goman referenced at the top of 
her presentation, reversing the findings of two unfavorable trust audits was merely a matter of reading, then 
making a subtle adjustment to, her own body language — “the power of one small change.” 
 
Tracy made that one small change because, as it turns out, her colleagues had been misreading her body 
language, interpreting her crossed legs and crossed arms in meetings as her having a hidden agenda (the 
negative default), when in reality she was merely crossing them because she was cold and trying to stay 
warm. The solution: dress warmer at work and use more open gestures. 
 
The result: “The next trust audit completely reversed that [something-to-hide] impression,” says Goman. 
 
Isn‟t using body language to gain an advantage in a business setting manipulative? “It certainly is,” she 
acknowledges. “Just as manipulative as dressing for success, or being on your best table manners when 
you‟re taking a key client to lunch, or spell-checking that report before you send it to the boss. It‟s all part of 
impression management. Where I see body language really being effective is with people like Tracy, when 
you‟re using it to create an impression that is totally aligned with your authentic, best self.” 
 

 
Part 2: Paul Ekman, Ph.D. 

Interpersonal Clues to Deceit 
 
Facing the Facts 
 
Facial expressions, even those lasting a fraction of a second, can reveal exactly what‟s on a person‟s mind 
— their truthfulness, the presence of hidden or obscured motives and emotions — even when their words 
tell us very little, maintains Paul Ekman, Ph.D., a pioneer in the field of emotions research and nonverbal 
communication. 
 
As valuable as the ability to identify and interpret facial expressions is in fields such as law enforcement, it 
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also can be a powerful tool for business leaders in dealings with clients, colleagues, and team members, 
whether it‟s at the negotiating table, during key meetings, when interviewing someone (or being 
interviewed) for a job, or merely during informal conversations around the water cooler. Not to mention the 
applications at home, with a spouse, a child… 
 
During World War II, General Dwight D. Eisenhower perpetrated what Ekman terms “a very successful lie,” 
duping the Nazis to believe Allied forces would be coming ashore at Calais, France, when the plan all along 
was to come ashore in Normandy. The lie crafted by the Eisenhower-led Allied forces is believed to have 
saved thousands of lives. 
 
They say all‟s fair in love and war, but what about in business? What if the person across the table from 
you isn‟t being completely straightforward or honest? What if they‟re trying to hide something? 
 
We like to assume that people are honest and well-intentioned. “In most situations,” says Ekman, author of 
the game-changing book Telling Lies: Clues to Deceit in the Marketplace, Politics, and Marriage, on which 
the Fox TV series Lie to Me is based, “we can‟t find out if we can trust someone unless we catch them in a 
terrible lie. We have to live our life as if people are trustworthy.” That‟s not always the case, however. Acts 
of deceit and purposeful obscuring of the truth do happen, inside and outside the workplace, perpetrated by 
people looking to gain an extra advantage, to elevate their standing, or to protect their position. 
 
The ability to read human facial expressions — and particularly the seven universal expressions of emotion 
that are common to every culture — neutralizes that advantage. A person who can recognize deceit 
through facial expressions turns the tables, giving themselves an added advantage and an extra level of 
protection.  
 
Which Lies Are Worth Catching? 
 
Ekman defines a lie as when the liar deliberately chooses to mislead the target. The target is not notified 
but often (though not always) trusts the liar. 
 
“The only lies we can catch are high-stakes lies,” says Ekman. “These are lies society cares about,” — for 
example, the cases of former President Bill Clinton, former President Richard Nixon, and O.J. Simpson‟s 
alleged murder accomplice, Kato Kaelin. 
 
A high-stakes lie is one on which much is riding, where “if you get caught, you could lose your freedom, 
your wealth, your reputation, your relationship, if you are found out,” he explains.  
 
Low-stakes lies, like a person giving a telephone solicitor an “excuse” for why they can‟t talk, don‟t carry 
much significance, although if they are part of a pattern, they may signal a person is a chronic liar. Chronic 
liars, says Ekman, are generally “terrible liars. Everybody knows they‟re lying. They‟re charming. You want 
to believe them.” 
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Why People Lie 
 
As a psychologist who has spent close to 60 years studying facial expression and body language, Ekman, 
who was named one of the most influential psychologists of the 20th century, also has developed categories 
of motives for why people lie. They include: 
 

1. To avoid punishment. “You don‟t want to get punished, so you lie.” 
2. To get a reward you otherwise couldn‟t get or get as easily. 
3. To protect someone. This type of lie exists in an ethical and moral grey area. How do we judge a 

tattletale or a snitch? 
4. Authorized lies, sanctioned as part of the job or a task, such as in undercover law enforcement 

work or in spying/espionage. 
5. For self-enhancement, such as in name-dropping — “The President called me last week to ask 

my advice about…” This type of lie “some people never grow out of,” says Ekman. 
6. To gain power, where a person controls information in order to mislead. This type of lie brings “a 

lot of pleasure for some people,” he says. “‟They‟re my puppet but they don‟t know it.‟” 
7. For the thrill. A politician continues the dalliance with a prostitute, for example, although he knows 

he‟s at a high risk of being caught, and if he is, his career will be on the line. 
 
Whatever their motive for lying, liars tend to succeed for one key reason, according to Ekman: The target 
does not want to know the truth. “We are, as a species, terrible liars and terrible lie-catchers.” 
 
Why Lies Fail 
 
People most often get caught in a lie because of a condition Ekman calls “overload” that is brought on 
because the stakes are so high. He identifies two kinds of overload:  
 
• Cognitive overload — over- or under-thinking a lie. The person may get caught off-guard; they weren‟t 
prepared to be asked about the issue. Or, as a result of overload, perhaps they didn’t remember what 
they said previously. Because of overload, the liar might lack inventiveness to cover up a lie. Or the 
cover-up story they invented might lack plausibility.  
 
• Emotional overload — where emotion impedes clear thinking. This may come from the fear of being 
caught (although, as Ekman points out, not just a guilty person feels fear when accused of something). It 
may come as a result of guilt or shame about lying. A person may feel guilt about lying to a boss they 
respect, but no guilt at all lying to a boss who they don‟t respect. Emotional overload may also arise from a 
phenomenon Ekman calls “duping delight, the feeling you have when you know you are putting one over 
on someone,” common to many felons who feel compelled to brag about their misdeed. Contempt for the 
target and anger at being challenged are other manifestations of emotional overload that may cause a 
person to be caught in a high-stakes lie. 
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Springing a Leak 
 
It‟s during emotional overload that liars are especially susceptible to being caught, says Ekman. And 
catching them in these cases often is a matter of observing and interpreting the expressions that come out, 
consciously or otherwise, through “leakage.” 
 
Symbolic gestures, or emblems, often provide telltale examples of leakage. These gestures tend to be 
culture-specific, where knowing the gesturing person‟s culture of origin is vital to reading into the gesture‟s 
meaning. Oftentimes these symbolic, culture-specific gestures may leak out in the form of a gestural slip. 
 
Ekman points to examples where prominent politicians such as President Obama and former Defense 
Secretary Donald Rumsfeld appear to scratch their face with their middle finger, revealing their distaste for 
the subject with which they‟ve been confronted. These are instances where a culture-specific symbolic 
gesture has leaked to reveal their true feelings, though “they are not aware they‟re giving it away.” 
 
The Seven Universal Facial Expressions 
 
While the meaning of certain gestures vary by culture, certain facial expressions are universal — they 
mean the same, regardless of culture. There are seven universal facial expressions, each with their own 
distinct characteristics, according to Ekman. Learn to identify those characteristics, even when they appear 
on a person‟s face only fleetingly, and you‟ll have a powerful means of gaining insight into what a person is 
really thinking. Here are thumbnail descriptions of those seven universal expressions: 
 

Anger: A tensing and narrowing of the lips may be very apparent in anger; lips may be pressed 
together or open. Very often in anger, people lead with their jaw. The eyebrows are drawn down and 
together, and the upper eyelids are raised. Eyes are glaring to give a fierce expression, while lower eyelids 
are tense. 
 

Disgust: Often confused with the anger expression because eyebrows are pulled down and lips 
may be closed in both, disgust conveys a less fierce, more passive expression than anger. The eyes tend 
not to glare as much in disgust, while the lips aren‟t pulled together as tightly as with anger. All action in 
disgust occurs in the center line of the face. A raised upper lip is common to disgust and anger, but it‟s 
more relaxed in disgust. The upper lip may also appear square-shaped. Strong wrinkles may appear on the 
side(s) of the nose.  
 

Happy/joy: This is the easiest of the seven expressions to recognize. It‟s characterized by a closed 
or open mouth, either in full smile or the hint of one (lips pulled up, either significantly or slightly). There‟s a 
lowering of the skin in the eyebrows and the upper eyelid. 
 

Contempt: Another emotion that‟s often easy to spot because all the action occurs on one side of 
the face — it‟s the only unilateral facial expression. It often involves a tightening of a lip corner. 
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Fear: Often confused with surprise, chiefly because the eyebrows are raised in both expressions. 
However, the brows tend to be raised, straightened and pulled together in fear. The upper eyelids tend to 
be more raised, and the eyes more open, in fear than in surprise. White (sclera) is evident above the eyes; 
lips are stretched back horizontally and tense. 
 

Surprise: Eyebrows are raised, like in fear, but they are curved, showing less tension. The jaw is 
relaxed, the lips are parted (open) and relaxed (unlike in fear, when they‟re stretched horizontally and 
tense), and the eyes are open wider, but not as wide as in fear. 
 

Sadness: Brows are raised, but perhaps not evenly, as in fear. In sadness, watch for a slight 
pushing up of the chin, accompanied by a slight pointing down of the lip corners (a pout). The inner corners 
of the eyebrows are pulled in and up. 

 
How Expressions Manifest 
 
The seven universal facial expressions identified by Ekman may emerge in the context of: 
 
• Macro expressions, the “normal‟ kinds of expressions we‟re accustomed to seeing, usually involving the 
entire face. These can last a half-second to three or four full seconds, and they tend to fit with the sound of 
the voice.  
 
• Micro expressions, the most tantalizing source of facial leakage, because they may contradict what the 
person is saying. They‟re fleeting — generally flashing across the face in under a quarter-second — but 
provide a full picture of a concealed emotion, whether it‟s being deliberately or unconsciously suppressed. 
Trouble is, they‟re difficult to pinpoint without training. To the trained eye, however, reading micro 
expressions holds great value, says Ekman. “Salespeople who are trained [to recognize them] get better 
ratings from their supervisors and are liked better by fellow workers.” 
 
• False expressions and mini expressions. Mini expressions often involve one region of the face. They 
tend to be “very, very tiny,” or subtle, and they can be normal or brief in duration. They also tend to occur 
when an emotion is just beginning.  
 
People who are trained to recognize these types of expressions, especially micro expressions, can put 
themselves in position to identify concealed emotions that provide valuable traction in a business setting. 
“You can get up to the level where you spot 90 to 95 percent of [micro expressions] when they occur,” says 
Ekman. 
 
Learning to Leverage Leakage, Hot Spots 
 
The final key to reading facial expressions lies in the ability to distinguish between leakage and hot spots.  
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Leakage, like the unconscious but obvious (to the trained observer) middle finger gestures of Rumsfeld 
and Obama, is when critical concealed information is revealed — how does that person really feel about 
something? 
 
A hot spot is when “something important is going on cognitively or emotionally that is not being revealed, 
that doesn‟t fit,” Ekman explains. “More is going on than is being told.” Hot spots aren‟t as conclusive in 
revealing deceit as leakage, but they happen more frequently. And when they do and are identified, that‟s 
the cue to dig deeper, to find out why the subject is “hot.” 
 
It‟s important to keep in mind the “Double T” when attempting to read facial expressions, he cautions. 
Trigger is the first T: emotions don‟t tell you their trigger. The second T is Target: You don‟t know at whom 
the emotion is directed. 
 
To accurately read facial expressions, he says, “you‟ve got to get both of these clear.” The Double T 
provides critical context. 
 
We have much to gain from learning how to interpret facial expressions and other forms of body language, 
because, as Paul Ekman makes clear, words don‟t always tell the entire story. “Observing facial 
expressions, changes in posture, where [a person is] gazing — all these things carry information,” says 
Ekman. 
 
In business, in law enforcement and in other walks of life, information is power. 
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Application Questions 

 
The following application questions are designed to make the content from Leadership Series programs 
useful and relevant for all employees. Realizing that time is valuable, the questions are set up to build upon 
one another and accommodate varying amounts of time available for discussion. These questions can be 
used in a variety of situations such as a team meeting, group discussion, or leadership class. Leadership 

On Demand® members are encouraged to use the program videos to aid in the facilitation of the discussions. 

 
 
30-Minute Exercise 
 
The ability to read body language, according to Carol Kinsey Goman and Paul Ekman, is a vital skill for all 
that it can reveal when words do not. Take the following Body Language IQ test to assess just how much 
you know about body language. Answers are provided within the body of the summary. 
 
1. People evaluate a leader’s credibility, confidence, power, status, trustworthiness, warmth, empathy, etc., 
in how long? 

a. 7 days 
b. 7 hours 
c. 7 seconds 

 
2. Power, status and authority are non-verbally communicated through height and   ? 
 
3. The impact of body language lies in the    of the    . 
 
4. What exactly is N400? 

a. A brainwave activity EEG that records what happens when someone hears nonsense language. 
b. A term for the perceived maximum amount of facial expressions. 
c. A Japanese robot that reads body language. 

 
5. Emotional contagion is a vital concept, particularly for leaders of change, because: 

a. Most organizational change is emotional 
b. Body language conveys most of the emotion of your message 
c. Research shows that emotional states are literally contagious 

 
6. The next generation of leaders is likely to have    body language skills compared to 
preceding generations. 
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60-Minute Exercise 
 
“There might be one small thing you could do,” says Carol Kinsey Goman, “that would change the 
impression that people who work with you have, that really isn‟t true.” 
 
Do this exercise in pairs with a colleague you trust. Consider one small thing in your own body language 
that, if you changed it, would provide your boss, your colleagues, and clients/customers with a more 
positive perception of you. If you can‟t decide on one, ask the colleague who you are partnering with in this 
exercise. It could be a gesture, a facial expression, something you do with your eyes, the way you carry 
yourself in certain situations, etc. 
 
Now answer the following questions, again seeking feedback from a trusted colleague if necessary: How 
and when does this behavior/action manifest? What image does it project? What perception does it give 
people? How is this image or perception off target or untrue? What is the negative impact of people having 
this perception of you? How would you go about changing this behavior/action? How do you expect people 
will react differently to you once you change it? 
 
Now perform the same analysis on the other partner, reversing roles. 
 
 
90-Minute Exercise 
 
People who are trained to recognize micro expressions are in position to identify concealed emotions that 
provide valuable traction in a business setting. “You can get up to the level where you spot 90 to 95 percent 
of [micro expressions] when they occur,” says Paul Ekman. 
 
Go to Ekman‟s website (www.paulekman.com) and take the METT (micro expression training tool) pre-test, 
training and post-test to gauge how well you recognize the seven universal facial expressions. [*Contact 
Executive Forum for login instructions*] 
 
 
Four-Hour Exercise 
 
In meetings, during presentations, or in announcing organization-wide change initiatives, the body 
language of everyone in the room — leaders and their audience — is full of information that‟s not evident in 
their words. 
 
Here‟s your chance to put the body language cues described by Carol Kinsey Goman to work in your 
workplace. Consider Goman‟s five keys to reading body language: 
 

1. Pay attention. 
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2. Be aware that you are biased. 
3. Consider the context. 
4. Look for clusters. 
5. Identify a baseline. 

 
Now, keeping these five keys in mind, watch the body language of people in a meeting, presentation, etc., 
that you are attending.  
 
First, establish a baseline behavior for the person leading the meeting or giving the presentation. 
 
Now, consider the biases you bring into the equation, as well as the context, when you‟re evaluating the 
person‟s body language. 
 
Are you paying attention? Do you see clusters of behaviors — body language sentences — that reveal 
anything about the person? 
 
Whether or not you‟ve established a baseline or spotted clusters, now look for cues from head toe. Is the 
leader/speaker making eye contact? Did the leader/speaker use the clasped hands or “steeple” gesture? 
Did he or she ask for questions with open or closed palms? 
 
What about members of the audience? Are they squinting or closing their eyes at certain moments? In the 
Q&A, did they retract their lips? Or did they block their mouth or nose with their hands? Did you see anyone 
grabbing the back of their neck? And what did you notice about their feet? Were they pointing toward the 
door? Wrapped around the legs of a chair or table? 
 
What do all these gestures — or the absence of certain gestures — suggest about what the leader/speaker 
and people in the audience were feeling? 
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